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Primates, the most colorful mammalian radiation, have previously served as an interesting model 
to test the functions and evolutionary drivers of variation in eye color. We assess the contribution 
of photo-regulatory and communicative functions to the external eye appearance of nine macaque 
species representing all the branches of their radiation. Macaques’ well described social structure 
and wide geographical distribution make them interesting to explore. We find that (1) the posterior 
option of the anterior eyeball is more pigmented closer to the equator, suggesting photoprotective 
functions. We also find that (2) the temporal side of the eyeball is more heavily pigmented than the 
nasal side. This suggests that eyeball pigmentation in macaques is distributed to reduce damage to the 
corneal limbus. The inclusion of a translocated population of M. fuscata in our analyses also suggests 
that external eye appearance may change quickly, perhaps owing to phenotypic plasticity. We find no 
evidence that communicative functions drive variation in external eye appearance in macaques. These 
results suggest that the amount of light in a species’ environment drives variation in eye coloration 
across macaque species. Furthermore, the geographical distribution of macaques hints at important 
factors that have yet to be accounted for, such as the reflectivity of the terrain a given species inhabits.
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Most hypotheses propose that primate eye color patterns function in intra- or inter-specific communication, 
rather than being shaped by photopic factors1–7. Surprisingly, given the vast variation of conditions of luminosity 
to which different primate species are exposed8 and the importance of vision in the taxon9, few studies examined 
the proposal that eye color is primarily serving a photo-regulatory function10,11. Kobayashi & Kohshima1 briefly 
considered photo-regulation as a driver of variation in conjunctivo-scleral pigmentation in primates, but they 
dismissed this possibility without quantitative examinations. Asymmetric ocular coloration patterns of macaques 
suggested photoprotective functions10. Perea-García et al.11. later supported this hypothesis by showing that 
conjunctival pigmentation diminishes with distance from the equator, similar to skin pigmentation in humans12. 
Their results showed that irises reflect more blue light with increasing distance from the equator, presumably due 
to a reduction in the number and size of melanosomes13. Even though more evidence is necessary to lend support 
to this finding11, ’s results suggested that iridal coloration made up for lack of blue light in septentrional latitudes, 
which is important for circadian rhythm regulation. Finally, developmental evidence7,14,15 and comparisons 
between sexes of the same species14 suggest that developmental constraints, and perhaps endocrinological 
differences, play a role in explaining patterns of color variation within species.

Presenting a wide variation in external eye appearance (Fig.  1), macaques are the most geographically 
widespread anthropoid primate genus (after humans;16) and the best described in terms of social structures, 
making this genus an ideal model to test hypotheses about the ecological and social drivers of eye color variation. 
Together with another species of papionin primate for which we had available on-site photographs (Papio anubis), 
we digitally quantified the eyes of nine macaque species. We used these measurements to test hypotheses about 
communicative and ecological functions driving eye coloration.

Macaques’ relatively well understood social structure allowed us to test the “gaze-camouflage” hypothesis. 
Some of the notions that the gaze-camouflage hypothesis are based on have been undermined by recent evidence 
(not all non-human primate eyeballs are cryptic; e.g. Kano et al.17 on chimpanzees). But, given that the gaze-
camouflage hypothesis makes predictions about all primates, it is still valuable to examine its validity in other 
taxa. To test the gaze-camouflage hypothesis in macaques, we utilized the notion that different macaque species 
can be classified in terms of “social grade”18. A social grade of one denotes a species with steep dominance 
hierarchy, uni-directional patterns of aggression from more dominant to more submissive individuals, and 
little to no counter-aggression or reconciliation among non-kin. At the other extreme, grade four species are 
characterized by shallower dominance hierarchies, less skewed aggression, and greater reconciliation among 
non-kin following conflict. According to the “gaze camouflage” hypothesis, less tolerant (i.e., grade 1) species 

Fig. 1.  Macaque external eye appearance is extremely diverse. From left to right and top to bottom: M. 
assamensis (by Julia Ostner and Oliver Schülke), M. fuscata (by Alba Castellano-Navarro, Jorg J. M. Massen, 
Lena S. Pflüger and Pia M. Böhm), M. leonina (by Eva Gazagne, Aurélie Albert-Daviaud, and Juan Manuel 
José Domínguez) M. maura (by Víctor Beltrán-Francés), M. mulatta (by Stefano Kaburu), M. nemestrina 
(by Nadine Ruppert), M. nigra (by Jérôme Micheletta), M. radiata (by Shreejata Gupta), and M. sylvanus (by 
Bonaventura Majolo and Laëtitia Maréchal).
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should have less conspicuous eye morphology to avoid triggering instances of physical aggression. According 
to the predictions of the “gaze camouflage” hypothesis, more tolerant (i.e., grade 4) species could have less 
cryptic morphologies, because the baseline risk of escalated conflicts is lower. It is also possible that male-male 
interactions drive variation in external eye appearance in macaques. Male macaques in troops containing males 
and females may engage in coalitionary aggression to compete for rank or access mates19. Thus, here we test 
whether there is a link between ocular conspicuity and different available constructs describing the social system 
of macaques.

Perea-García et al.15 proposed that depigmentation of peri-iridal tissues could be a by-product of selection 
against aggression. Because cutaneous melanocytes and the adrenal medulla derive from the same precursor 
cells in the neural-crest20, selection for tameness may result in pigmentation defects. The proposal by15, however, 
does not consider whether pigment-bearing tissues in the eye derive from the same precursors as those in 
the skin21. Recently21, cast doubt on the proposal by15 by comparing eyeballs of domesticates and their wild 
counterparts and finding no difference in brightness. Nonetheless, evidence is currently mixed4, calling for 
further investigation.

The widespread distribution of macaques makes them ideal to test the photo-regulatory functions of eye 
color diversity. Recent evidence suggests that primate eye morphology is related to environmental photopic 
factors11. For example, iris color shifts towards bluer hues farther away from the equator, suggesting that iris 
color helps primates regulate their circadian rhythm. The iris is not completely opaque and can allow some 
light to pass through depending on pigmentation levels. In highly pigmented eyes (brown), this contribution to 
intraocular light scattering is minimal, but in less pigmented eyes (lighter colors), the scattering effect becomes 
more pronounced22. Some of this light will stimulate intrinsically photosensitive retinal ganglion cells in the 
retina23. While several studies demonstrate that iris color affects visual function24,25, and that blue irises correlate 
with reduced incidence of seasonal affective disorder in humans26, a direct assessment of the influence of iridal 
coloration on the entrainment of circadian rhythm would be required to conclusively support said functions. 
Here, we test whether macaque irises become bluer farther from the equator. We also test whether latitude is 
related to levels of pigmentation of facial skin, Anterior Peri-Iridal Tissues (APIT), and Posterior Peri-Iridal 
Tissues (PPIT) between species, as pigmentation surrounding the iris was found to decrease with distance from 
the equator11. Previously, temporal-nasal asymmetries in the pigmentation of each eyeball in macaques were 
pointed out as suggestive of photoprotective functions10. Because of geometric properties of the face, more 
scattered light reaches the temporal quadrant of the eyeball compared to the nasal (Coroneo27), . However, 
because of the shape of the cornea, this scattered light is focused and beamed towards the nasal quadrant of the 
eyeball, which can receive up to 20 times the dosage of UV radiation compared to the temporal quadrant27. We 
quantitatively compared individual differences in pigmentation of the tissues adjacent to the iris (APIT) between 
the temporal and nasal regions of the eyeball to test whether exposure to sunlight increases pigmentation levels, 
as predicted by the photoprotective function10,11.

Lastly, studies inspecting primate eye morphology showed that there are within-species differences 
between sexes and age groups in levels of conjunctival (humans:28; orangutans:14; chimpanzees and bonobos:15; 
chimpanzees:7 and iridal pigmentation (chimpanzees and bonobos:15). Here, we compared our measurements 
of external eye appearance between age groups and sexes to explain the mechanisms underlying variation in 
pigmentation as well as developmental trajectories (Supplementary Materials).

Materials and methods
Samples
Photographs (n = 1121) were taken on-site by the authors of the study. Table S1 in the Supplementary Materials 
summarizes the devices and settings used to collect the samples. These photos were pre-selected from a 
much larger pool based on whether the different parts of the eye were visible. We selected photos that were 
of enough quality to distinguish all relevant parts of the eye with certainty, and in which the camera settings 
were appropriate for the lightning in which photographs were taken. This meant that the photo was of enough 
resolution to allow a clear visualization of the boundaries between different eye tissues; it was not blurry, and 
it was not obviously under- or overexposed. Our samples included the following species of the genus Macaca 
(n = 10): M. assamensis, M. fuscata, M. leonina, M. maura, M. mulatta, M. nemestrina, M. nigra, M. radiata, M. 
silenus, M. sylvanus. We also included photographs of Papio anubis, for which we only included photographs of 
adult individuals. A key aspect of our study relative to similar ones, that used photographs from the internet, is 
that we rely on samples of animals that actually inhabit the latitude values we use for our analyses. The inclusion 
of P. anubis allowed us to assess whether the patterns we observe in the macaque species in our sample are 
taxon-specific, or can be generalized beyond the genus Macaca. Two of our macaque species were represented 
by more than one population: M. fuscata (three populations) and M. leonina (three populations). Of the three 
populations of M. fuscata, one had been translocated from Japan (Minoo) to Austria (Affenberg Landskron). 
For this population, we report results when using the latitude of their population of origin in the main text. 
Results using the latitude of the location of translocation are included in the supplementary materials. For both 
P. anubis and M. spp, when multiple photographs were available for an individual, the average measurements 
of those photographs were used as an individual data point. Individual averages were obtained by summing up 
the values for each measurement for any given individual and dividing them by the number of photographs 
for that individual in the dataset (“mean” function in base R). This procedure resulted in an average of ~ 101 
photographs per species. This number is well above the 12–14 samples per species recommended by29 to obtain 
reliable color measurements from uncalibrated pictures.
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Measurements
We sampled the eye on the left of each photograph, unless it was not visible or was hard to sample due to stark 
shadows, specular reflections, or other confounders. We used the PAT-GEOM plugin for ImageJ30 to measure 
brightness (in HSV) of the pupil iris, Anterior Peri-Iridal Tissues (APIT), and Posterior Peri-Iridal Tissues 
PPIT), and skin. The distinction between APIT and PPIT is relevant because the conjunctiva is typically the 
more deeply pigmented part of the tissues surrounding the iris, while pigment tends to fan out towards the 
posterior eyeball1. While in reality the entire anterior eyeball is covered by the conjunctiva, the portions of 
the conjunctiva distal to the iris are typically devoid of pigment, so the coloration is mostly due to the scleral 
tissues. Thus, our measurements aimed to approximate conjunctival and scleral pigmentation by differentiating 
between brightness measurements of APIT and PPIT, though there may not be an exact correspondence. Prior 
to measuring, images had to be separated in three channels, corresponding to Hue, Saturation, and Value 
(Brightness). To do the measurements, we used rectangles, the exact dimensions of which depended on each 
image. We extended a rectangle selection within the pupil for pupil measurements and noted the average 
brightness value for that selection. For iris measurements, this extended from the edge of the iris and pupil to the 
edge into the iris and surrounding tissues (avoiding e.g. limbal rings), or APIT. For measurements of the tissues 
proximal to the iris, the rectangle extended from the outer edge of the iris to the tissues distal from the iris, or 
PPIT, if visible. Otherwise, we selected the portion of the eyeball with the most visible peri-iridal tissues. Lastly, 
we used a rectangle to measure the tissues distal to the iris, which we identified as a noticeably depigmented 
portion of the eyeball most distal from the iris. The height of this rectangle was up to 10% of the iris diameter. 
The selection terminated whenever the rectangle reached a confounding factor (reflections or shadows), or if 
pigmentation changed abruptly (indicating a transition from the tissues proximal to the iris, to the tissues distal 
from the iris). For skin measurements, we sampled a rectangle immediately below the eye, of the same width 
and height as the eye, avoiding confounding factors (typically fur, specular reflections, or shadows). We did not 
measure PPIT if there was not a clear change in brightness along the tissues around the iris. Figure S8 illustrates 
how these cases affected whether tissues were sampled as APIT or PPIT. To compare nasal and temporal regions 
of eyeballs, we selected individuals with photographs in which nasal and temporal regions of the eyeball were 
visibly different and in similar lighting. We measured the temporal region starting from the edge of the iris 
into the adjacent tissues until pigmentation changed abruptly. We selected the same length of the nasal region 
of the eyeball (or until reaching confounding factors). We used measurements of brightness of the iris and 
adjacent tissues to calculate the difference in absolute measurements of brightness11 for each eye because of the 
issues5,31 pointed out regarding ratio-based measurements (like RIL). We also calculated the difference between 
measurements of brightness of the pupil and iris. We converted our hue measurements into RGB for ease of 
interpretation. Table S2 summarizes measurements for each population in the study. All data are available in the 
supplementary materials.

Phylogenetic data
We used a consensus tree built with molecular data from the 10kTrees project (https://10ktrees.nunn-lab.org/) to 
account for phylogeny in our PGLS. The tree is accessible from the repository for this study.

Statistical analyses
We used phylogenetic generalized least squares (PGLS). This method incorporates phylogenetic relatedness to 
account for non-independence of data points between the species in our sample32. As dependent variables in 
separate regression models (PGLS), we used measurements of brightness of the skin, iris, Anterior Peri-Iridal 
Tissues (APIT), and Posterior Peri-Iridal Tissues (PPIT), iris hue, and differences in brightness between pupil 
and iris, and iris and surrounding tissues. Latitudes of each population were noted down and used as a predictor 
in tests of photo-regulation. We used Latitude instead of UV index because the latter is a poor predictor of 
actual incidence of UV radiation in the eyes33. Species level conspecific lethal aggression data were obtained 
from34,35 respectively, and were used in tests of the self-domestication hypothesis. We noted down the social 
grade classification for each species from18. We used social grade 2 for M. assamensis instead of social grade 
3, as OS considered this more accurate. Data on frequency of male-male coalitionary aggression was taken 
from19. These were used to test hypotheses about gaze camouflaging. For the latitude data, we made the values 
absolute to express distance from the equator. We examined diagnostic plots and applied Tukey Transformation 
when residuals were not normally distributed, or to improve homoscedasticity. Phylogenetic analyses vary in 
the number of species and individuals, depending on available data for each variable and species. Independent 
variables at the population level are summarized in the Supplementary Materials (Table S3). Analyses conducted 
in R (4.1.3). We used the gls function with Pagel’s lambda correlation structure36 from the nlme37 and ape38 
package in R for our PGLS analyses. A full copy of the project, including the libraries, phylogenetic, tree, 
data files, and output from the sessionInfo() function can be accessed via the online repository (link in Data 
accessibility statement).

Results
Tests of the gaze-camouflage hypothesis
We ran two phylogenetic generalized least squares (PGLS) with social style grade at the species level as 
the predicting variable in the adult females in our sample (n = 587). In the first PGLS, we used the (Tukey-
transformed) difference in measurements of brightness between iris and surrounding tissues11 as the outcome 
variable and found no relationship (intercept: 3.00, β = 0.057, SE = 0.284, t = 0.199, p = 0.842). In the second 
PGLS, we used the (Tukey-transformed) difference in measurements of brightness between the iris and pupil 
as the outcome variable and found no effect of social grade (Intercept: 6.138, β=-0.41, SE = 0.345, t=-1.187, 
p = 0.236; Figure S1). We ran two separate PGLS with the same outcome variables but frequency of male-male 
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coalitionary aggression as the predicting variable, and using only the adult males in our sample (n = 517). Males 
of the different species covered the whole range of frequency of coalitionary aggression, including species like 
M. leonina and M. nemestrina, in which it was never observed, and species like M. sylvanus and M. assamensis, in 
which they are routinely observed in all or most males (coded 0 and 3 respectively in19. The first PGLS found no 
effect of frequency of male-male coalitionary aggression on the (Tukey-transformed) difference in measurements 
of brightness between iris and surrounding tissues (Intercept: 2.904, β=-0.014, SE = 0.249, t = 0.055, p = 0.956). 
The second PGLS also found no effect of male-male aggression on the difference in measurements of brightness 
between iris and pupil (Intercept: 23.929, β=-2.649, SE = 2.748, t=-0.964, p = 0.336; Figure S2).

Tests of the self-domestication hypothesis
In the first test, we used the conspecific lethal aggression data used by4, originally from34. These data include 
a percentage of deaths due to conspecifics at the species level, and were available for all species in our sample, 
going from 0 to 3.47%. There was no effect of conspecific killing on (Tukey-transformed) brightness of the APIT 
(Intercept: 1.933, β=-0.048, SE = 0.065, t=-0.737, p = 0.462, Fig. 2A). Because these data include many instances 
of infanticide, they may not be the most appropriate to use as a proxy of temperament. When using the data 
from35, focused on adulticide, there was a small significant effect in the opposite direction to the expected, with 
adulticidal species displaying slightly brighter APIT (Intercept: 1.97, β=-0.231, SE = 0.107, t=-2.15, p = 0.032; 
Fig. 2B). We found, thus, no support for selection against aggression leading to lighter APIT.

Tests of photo-regulatory functions
When using the values of the population of origin for the translocated Macaca fuscata, irises did not appear 
bluer with distance from the equator (Intercept: 0.234, β = 0.0001, SE = 0.001, t = 0.13, p = 0.896; Figure S3). 
When using the latitude values of the translocated location (Affenberg Landskron, Austria), the results were 
significant (Intercept: 0.22 β = 0.001, SE = 0.0006, t = 2.192, p = 0.029; Figure S4). There was a significant 
relationship between distance from the equator and measurements of skin brightness (Intercept: 34.177, 
β = 1.104, SE = 0.266, t = 4.156, p < 0.01; Fig. 3A), while there was no relationship between distance from the 
equator and measurements of (Tukey-transformed) conjunctival brightness (Intercept: 1.851, β = 0.00005, 
SE = 0.004, t = 0.014, p = 0.9891; Fig. 3B). Nonetheless, the result was significant when using the translocated 
values of latitude from Affenberg (Intercept: 1.779, β = 0.005, SE = 0.0023, t = 2.100344, p = 0.036; Figure S5). 
Finally, (Tukey-transformed) brightness of the PPIT significantly increased with distance from the equator 
(Intercept: 6.083, β = 0.076, SE = 0.038, t = 2.028, p = 0.0433; Fig.  3C). Results for brightness of the skin and 
PPIT remained in the predicted direction when including the translocated latitude from Affenberg, though their 
magnitude and significance changed slightly (full results in Table S4).

We measured the nasal and temporal quadrants of the APIT in photographs where both eyes of the same 
animal were clearly visible, the animal was facing the camera, and the animal was looking sideways (n = 115). 
This allowed us to formally test whether, as proposed in10, the temporal quadrant is consistently more pigmented 
(i.e., darker) than the nasal. The temporal quadrant was consistently darker than the nasal quadrant (Intercept: 
5.196, β=-0.533, SE = 0.101, t=-5.268, p < 0.01; Fig. 4).

Influence of exclusion of P. Anubis from analyses
Conceivably, the inclusion of P. anubis could obscure taxon-specific patterns pertinent to only macaques. To 
ensure that the patterns we report are indeed typical of macaques, and not due to the inclusion of a non-macaque 
species, we re-ran all the tests reported above excluding samples from P. anubis. These results are summarized 

Fig. 2.  (A) Measurements of brightness (HSV) of the APIT regressed over rates of conspecific killing. Small 
dots represent individual measurements. Large dots represent population means. (B) Measurements of 
brightness of the APIT depending on whether adulticide has been recorded at the species level. Large dots 
represent outliers.
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Fig. 3.  Measurements of brightness (HSV) of the (A) skin, (B) Anterior Peri-Iridal Tissues (APIT), and (C) 
Posterior Peri-Iridal Tissues (PPIT) regressed over distance from the equator. Small dots represent individual 
measurements. Large dots represent population means.
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in table S5. In short, results were qualitatively the same, and only very slightly quantitatively differed from those 
reported here.

Discussion
We used digital measurements of different parts of the eye of a large number of adult individuals from fourteen 
populations of nine species of macaques, and another papionin species (P. anubis) to test hypotheses about 
communication and photo-regulatory functions as drivers of eye coloration. We also compared within-species 
differences between sexes, and between subadults and adults, to add to a growing number of descriptions of 
external eye appearance across primate species (Supplementary materials). There was no relationship between 
our measures of ocular conspicuity and social style grade or frequency of male-male coalitionary aggression, 
which we used as proxies of communicative functions. These results undermine the prediction of the “gaze 
camouflage” hypothesis that cryptic patterns of pigmentation are adaptive by reducing instances of physical 
aggression triggered by the perception of eye contact. Previous work showed no relationship between ocular 
conspicuity and canine size dimorphism11 - a reliable proxy of male intrasexual competition39, a context in 
which staring is expected to take place as a way to establish dominance40. Our results suggest that cryptic eye 
morphologies are not related to overall levels of intraspecific aggression, generalizing the results from11 to social 
interactions that extend beyond male intrasexual competition. Inspection of Figure S1 revealed that conspicuity 
in grades 1 and 4 is greater than in grades 2 and 3, suggesting an intriguing possibility: that the basal state 
of macaque external eye appearance is less conspicuous, but that species with very steep (grade 1) and very 
flat (grade 4) hierarchies benefit from conspicuous eyeballs. Grade 1 species could benefit from unambiguous 
staring, as a means to signal dominance (or submission, through averted gaze), avoiding costly aggression. 
Grade 4 species may employ gazing cues for affiliation or gaze following. Lastly, even though we tested the 
predictions of the “gaze camouflage” hypothesis, it should be noted that Kobayashi and Kohshima (2001) also 
considered that hiding gaze from predators could be adaptive. A study based on simulating the visual system of 
typical predators of a primate species (Sapajus apella;41 found evidence that suggests that this could be the case, 
though it should be noted that this study is not based on experimental data and makes crucial assumptions about 
whether birds of prey attend to the eyes of the animals they hunt. Thus, while we consider that the literature has 
accumulated evidence undermining the “camouflage hypothesis” with regards to conspecifics, this is not so with 
regards to predators. It is important to note, however, that our method assumes that macaque visual perception 
is functionally similar to that of humans, and that there is little variation across macaque species. Methods like 
those deployed by41,42 that simulate visual systems, are more adequate for questions concerning perception. In 
short, we found no support for the idea that eyeball detectability decreases in more despotic intolerant social 

Fig. 4.  Measurements of brightness of the nasal (left eye) and temporal (right eye) quadrants of the 
conjunctiva in the eyes of the same individuals, in the same photograph. The figure shows raw measurements. 
The midline shows the median, and lower and upper hinges represent 25th and 75th percentiles, respectively. 
Black dots represent outliers. The eyeballs of a M. assamensis are on top, showing the differences between the 
nasal and temporal quadrants (photo by Julia Ostner and Oliver Schülke).
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structures, but if a conspicuous gaze serves in both highly competitive and cooperative contexts, a non-linear 
relationship may more adequately describe a putative link between eyeball detectability and social structures, 
and it could be that camouflaging gaze is adaptive towards predators, rather than conspecifics.

We further explored the hypothesized relationship between selection against aggression and depigmentation 
of APIT4,15,20 by using percentage of deaths by conspecifics as a proxy of selection for aggression, but could not 
replicate4 results. With another dataset focused on adulticide35, our results went against the predictions, with 
adulticidal species displaying lighter APIT. Our results support21’s conclusions that peri-iridal depigmentation 
is not a correlate of selection against aggression, but are at odds with4 conclusions, who found that peri-iridal 
pigmentation was darker in species with greater percentage of deaths due to conspecifics. Given that Caspar et 
al.21 sampled actually domesticated species and their wild counterparts, we are inclined to agree with their21 
conclusion. Assuming that pigmentation in APIT1 has an adaptive value, it would be unreasonable to expect 
detectable differences in the depigmentation of tissues surrounding the iris across a diverse, ancient lineage 
of natural species like primates, if these differences were not adaptive. Over evolutionary time, the selective 
pressures favoring individuals with pigmentation would likely outweigh the initial developmental constraint 
linking reduced pigmentation—caused by selection against aggression—with a non-adaptive outcome20. 
Important methodological issues in4 study (small sample size; imprecise measurements that may have included 
e.g. temporal wedge in the sampling area for conjunctival pigmentation measurements) reinforce our inclination 
to conclude that depigmentation in the tissues around the iris is not a correlate of selection against aggression 
(contra e.g. Perea-García et al.15, and therefore is unlikely to act as an honest indicator of a wild animal’s 
temperament43.

Irises did not appear bluer farther from the equator when using the latitude values corresponding to the 
population of origin of the M. fuscata translocated to Affenberg (Austria). These results are not in line with11, 
who found that the irises of 76 species of anthropoid primates shifted to green-blue with distance from the 
equator. The species in our sample represent, to the naked eye, the typical gamut of primate iris colorations - 
from amber to green-blue. Furthermore, the distribution of the species in our samples comprehends most of the 
latitudinal variation present in extant primates. It is thus puzzling that the pattern observed by11 is not replicated 
here. Zhang & Watanabe44 were the first to provide preliminary evidence that the frequency of blue eyes in 
Japanese macaques increases in more northern populations. It could be that this pattern is more pronounced 
within M. fuscata than it is at the genus level. Nonetheless, the choice to assign the latitude values of the original 
population from which the Affenberg population descends builds on the assumption that external eye appearance 
is rather fixed at the species level, and that it is unlikely to change in the course of a few generations. The 
ambiguous results for the circadian rhythm hypothesis10,11 in our results calls for further investigations, opening 
the possibility that processes such as sexual selection play a role in determining iris color as has been proposed 
in humans45. Another possibility is that individuals in the translocated population, who inhabit an environment 
with less UV radiation, do not develop as much pigment throughout their lifetimes. While one may assume that 
external eye appearance is fixed at the species level and tightly constrained by genetics, at least one twin study 
shows that those living farther from the equator display lighter irises than their counterparts living closer to the 
equator46. Thus, it is plausible that, similar to skin in humans, there is some degree of phenotypic plasticity in 
iridal pigmentation. However, other possibilities could explain the patterns we observed - for example, it could 
be that a bottleneck or drift in the population in Affenberg gave rise to the results. These results, while pointing 
in interesting directions, should thus be taken with caution.

The relationship between measurements of skin brightness and latitude suggests that dermal pigmentation in 
macaques is subject to similar selective pressures as in humans12. Human skin pigmentation has been explained 
as responding to two clines: first, to protect the skin from UV radiation, as populations near the equator have 
been selected for increased pigmentation; second, populations with more northern distributions have been 
selected for decreased pigmentation to enable vitamin D3 synthesis in low UV-B environments12.

We found a positive relationship between brightness measurements of PPIT and latitude. The strong effect 
of latitude on pigmentation of the skin and PPIT lends support to the idea that photoprotection drives patterns 
of pigment distribution in the eyeballs of primates. The lack of relationship between pigmentation in the APIT 
and latitude is hard to explain. It may be that, in macaques, the pressure to protect the eyeball from sunlight is 
reduced, so that variation in pigmentation is due to other functions (e.g. communication, sexual selection) or 
that it is under relaxed selection. A relaxation in the need to protect the eyeball from sunlight may come about 
due to multiple factors - for example, in humans, the lack of lateral epithelial stem cells in the corneal limbus 
could allow for reduced pigmentation of the eyeball10. It would be especially interesting to examine Macaca 
nemestrina, who display the greatest levels of depigmentation in all measurements in our dataset, despite being 
one of the species living the closest to the equator. Macaca fuscata is also interesting in this respect, showing 
considerable levels of pigmentation in the APIT despite its distribution being farthest from the equator. The 
case of M. fuscata may be due to their inhabiting land with considerable snow cover for months47. Ground 
cover reflectivity is the most important factor determining irradiation to the eyeballs, and the most intense 
reflection from ground cover described is fresh snow (88%;48. Perhaps taking into consideration the reflectivity 
of the typical ground cover in the habitat of M. nemestrina could help explain their unusual eye appearance for 
an equatorial species. Behavioral differences such as a preference for high vegetation cover or low canopy may 
also reduce exposure to sunlight, leading to reduced selection pressures. Indeed, while there is a trend towards 
greater pigmentation closer to the equator in the only previous study looking at the influence of photopic factors 
in primate ocular coloration, many species do not seem to follow that trend11. Thus, while ambient light appears 
to be an important factor contributing to variation in patterns of ocular coloration, ground reflectivity is likely 
an important factor that has yet to be accounted for. Once again, however, assigning latitude values from the 
original population to the translocated population in Affenberg makes only sense under the assumption that 
ocular pigmentation shows no phenotypic plasticity. With the translocated values, results were significant and 
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in the predicted direction. While these results could suggest phenotypic plasticity in ocular dermal melanocytes, 
they should only be taken as preliminary until further tests. Lastly, there are differences in the environment of 
the Affenberg population relative to their population of origin in Minoo (Japan), beyond their geographical 
location. The animals in Affenberg are part of an entertainment enterprise where they are provisioned, they are 
regularly exposed to human visitors, and they do not have opportunities to interact with other groups. However, 
it is hard to compare to what extent this is different from their population of origin - the population in Minoo 
is also partly provisioned, and there is the possibility that the population in Affenberg experiences reduced 
predation pressure, though no data are available to conduct quantitative comparisons49. Preliminary evidence 
suggests that situations of commensalism where food is provided and predation risk eliminated could lead to 
the development of traits associated with domestication in mice, crucially including depigmentation of their 
coat, in a few generations50. An alternative interpretation of the brighter APIT and PPIT measurements in the 
Affenberg population could be that it is the relaxation of stressors (foraging, competition for resources and 
mating opportunities, and risk of predation) that has resulted in a domestic-like phenotype. However, the results 
and discussion in21 weaken the proposal that selection against aggression could result in depigmentation of 
tissues in the eyeball. Our own tests of the self-domestication hypothesis further undermine the only previous 
result that supported a link between ocular depigmentation and selection against aggression. Thus, we are more 
partial to interpreting the slightly lighter APIT of the population in Affenberg compared to their population of 
origin in Minoo (see table S5) as deriving from the different photopic conditions of their environment.

The similarity in results including and excluding the data from the P. anubis population (Table S5) suggests 
that the results we found are not specific to macaques, and that the within-genus patterns we found are robust. 
The measurements of P. anubis in our sample, as well as their latitudinal values, are very similar to those of M. 
nigra and M. maura (Tables S2 and S3). At the same time, the phylogenetic divergence of P. anubis is relatively 
small with regards to Macaca spp. Therefore, it would be surprising if its inclusion substantially altered our 
results. Given that similar patterns were found in a study examining a broader taxonomic sample including 
most genera of anthropoid primates11, it is also expected that the inclusion of a species outside the genus Macaca 
would not alter our results in a substantial manner.

We found strong within-individual differences in pigmentation between nasal and temporal regions of the 
eyeball, suggesting that the distribution of pigment in the eyeball responds to the so-called “Coroneo effect” of 
limbal focussing48 as proposed by10. Absorbing as much light as possible on the temporal quadrant will prevent 
ophthalmhelioses on the nasal quadrant. In humans, the nose bridge reflects substantial UV radiation into 
the nasal side of the eyeball51, but this is unlikely to be as important in other primates, whose snouts are not 
protruding at the height of eyeballs. It would be interesting to examine patterns of peri-iridal pigmentation 
in humans, for whom reflection from the nose may be an additional source of phototoxicity. Because the 
mechanisms of exposure geometry and spectral environment on the human eye are relatively well understood52, 
there is promise in integrating knowledge from ophthalmology and eye care into evolutionary investigations of 
the drivers of variation in external eye appearance. In short, intra-individual variation in peri-iridal pigments 
appears driven by photoprotective pressures.

Our method depends on evening out random variability due to ambient lighting by using a large number 
of photographs. This approach has been validated in29. We believe methods such as those employed in41,42 have 
the potential to obtain more accurate values because41,42 standardize their samples by using a color swatch53, 
thus minimizing error in measurements due to ambient lighting. Additionally, their method simulates the visual 
system of relevant species to the ecology of their subjects (be it conspecifics or e.g. predators), while ours assumes 
enough similarity between that of humans and macaques. Nonetheless, our method shows comparability across 
studies using the same method as well as comparability with studies using methods like those employed by41,42. 
To address concerns regarding the validity of data obtained with the method we use here in more detail, we have 
included a dedicated section at the end of the Supplementary Materials.

To conclude, our study did not find that measures of ocular conspicuity (conjunctivo-iridal and pupillo-
iridal contrast) were related to proxies of steepness of dominance hierarchy (social style grade) nor intraspecific 
aggression (male-male coalitionary aggression), failing to support the gaze camouflage hypothesis. We found no 
evidence in favor of the self-domestication hypothesis when comparing levels of depigmentation of the APIT 
across species with different measures of conspecific lethal aggression. Our analyses could suggest that iris color 
shifts towards blue farther from the equator, and that APIT becomes more lightly pigmented with distance from 
the equator. While these results would be in line with the observed in other primate lineages11, they should be 
taken as preliminary, due to the difficulty of interpreting results from translocated populations. If these results 
were an artifact, this would suggest that the iris and APIT are under pressure to comply with functions other than 
photo-regulation, or under relaxed selection. Alternatively, it may be that latitude alone is insufficient and factors 
such as ground and vegetation cover are important. In contrast, both PPIT and skin become more pigmented in 
animals closer to the equator, suggesting photoprotective functions of variation in pigmentation of the eyeball. 
This concords with our finding that the temporal side of the eyeball, which is typically more exposed to scattered 
sunlight, is more pigmented than the nasal side of the eyeball in the same individuals. These results add to the 
investigations supporting a role of photoprotective, but not communicative functions in driving patterns of eye 
coloration among anthropoid primates.

Data availability
Measurements, species-level data, and R code available here: ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​o​s​f​.​​i​o​/​y​t​x​​n​w​/​?​v​​i​e​w​_​o​n​l​y​=​d​a​e​9​3​a​e​6​3​7​f​c​4​4​
1​b​8​8​d​4​1​0​f​e​1​7​0​1​7​2​e​2​.​​

Received: 12 August 2024; Accepted: 21 November 2024

Scientific Reports |        (2024) 14:29115 9| https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-80643-4

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

http://www.nature.com/scientificreports


References
	 1.	 Kobayashi, H. & Kohshima, S. Unique morphology of the human eye and its adaptive meaning: comparative studies on external 

morphology of the primate eye. J. Hum. Evol. 40 (5), 419–435 (2001).
	 2.	 Mayhew, J. A. & Gómez, J. C. Gorillas with white sclera: a naturally occurring variation in a morphological trait linked to social 

cognitive functions. Am. J. Primatol. (2015).
	 3.	 Wacewicz, S., Perea-García, J. O., Lewandowski, Z. & Danel, D. P. The adaptive significance of human scleral brightness: an 

experimental study. Sci. Rep. 12 (1), 20261 (2022).
	 4.	 Mearing, A. S., Burkart, J. M., Dunn, J., Street, S. E. & Koops, K. The evolutionary drivers of primate scleral coloration. Sci. Rep. 12 

(1), 14119 (2022).
	 5.	 Caspar, K. R., Biggemann, M., Geissmann, T. & Begall, S. Ocular pigmentation in humans, great apes, and gibbons is not suggestive 

of communicative functions. Sci. Rep. 11 (1), 12994 (2021).
	 6.	 Kano, F., Kawaguchi, Y. & Hanling, Y. Experimental evidence that uniformly white sclera enhances the visibility of eye-gaze 

direction in humans and chimpanzees. Elife, 11, e74086. (2022).
	 7.	 Clark, I. R. et al. White sclera is present in chimpanzees and other mammals. J. Hum. Evol. 176, 103322 (2023).
	 8.	 Dominy, N. J. & Melin, A. D. Liminal light and primate evolution. Annu. Rev. Anthropol. 49 (1), 257–276 (2020).
	 9.	 Emery, N. J. The eyes have it: the neuroethology, function and evolution of social gaze. Neurosci. Biobehav. Rev. 24, 581–604 (2000).
	10.	 Perea-García, J. O., Danel, D. P. & Monteiro, A. Diversity in Primate External Eye morphology: previously undescribed traits and 

their potential adaptive value. Symmetry 13 (7), 1270 (2021).
	11.	 Perea-García, J. O., Ramarajan, K., Kret, M. E., Hobaiter, C. & Monteiro, A. Ecological factors are likely drivers of eye shape and 

colour pattern variations across anthropoid primates. Sci. Rep. 12 (1), 17240 (2022).
	12.	 Jablonski, N. G. & Chaplin, G. Human skin pigmentation as an adaptation to UV radiation. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 107 (Supplement 

2), 8962–8968 (2010).
	13.	 Albert, D. M. et al. Iris melanocyte numbers in Asian, African American, and caucasian irides. Trans. Am. Ophthalmol. Soc. 101, 

217 (2003).
	14.	 Perea García, J. O. Quantifying ocular morphologies in extant primates for reliable interspecific comparisons. J. Lang. Evol. 1 (2), 

151–158 (2016).
	15.	 Perea-García, J. O., Kret, M. E., Monteiro, A. & Hobaiter, C. Scleral pigmentation leads to conspicuous, not cryptic, eye morphology 

in chimpanzees. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 116 (39), 19248–19250 (2019).
	16.	 Rowe, N. & Myers, M. (eds) All the world’s primates Vol 777 pp. 45–46 (Pogonias, 2016).
	17.	 Kano, F. et al. What is unique about the human eye? Comparative image analysis on the external eye morphology of human and 

nonhuman great apes. Evol. Hum. Behav. 43 (3), 169–180 (2022).
	18.	 Thierry, B. et al. A comparative study of conflict resolution in macaques: insights into the nature of trait covariation. Anim. Behav. 

75 (3), 847–860 (2008).
	19.	 Bissonnette, A., Franz, M., Schülke, O. & Ostner, J. Socioecology, but not cognition, predicts male coalitions across primates. 

Behav. Ecol. 25 (4), 794–801 (2014).
	20.	 Wilkins, A. S., Wrangham, R. W. & Fitch, W. T. The domestication syndrome in mammals: a unified explanation based on neural 

crest cell behavior and genetics. Genetics 197 (3), 795–808 (2014).
	21.	 Caspar, K. R., Hüttner, L. & Begall, S. Scleral appearance is not a correlate of domestication in mammals. Zoological Lett. 9 (1), 12 

(2023).
	22.	 Pinero, D. P., Ortiz, D. & Alio, J. L. Ocular scattering. Optom. Vis. Sci. 87 (9), E682–E696 (2010).
	23.	 Do, M. T. H. & Yau, K. W. Intrinsically Photosensitive Retinal Ganglion Cells (Physiological reviews, 2010).
	24.	 Nischler, C. et al. Iris color and visual functions. Graefe’s Archive Clin. Experimental Ophthalmol. 251, 195–202 (2013).
	25.	 Renzi-Hammond, L. M. & Hammond, B. R. Jr Blue-light filtering intraocular implants and darker irises reduce the behavioral 

effects of higher-order ocular aberrations. Curr. Eye Res. 47 (5), 753–758 (2022).
	26.	 Workman, L., Akcay, N., Reeves, M. & Taylor, S. Blue eyes keep away the winter blues: is blue eye pigmentation an evolved feature 

to provide resilience to seasonal affective disorder. OA J. Behav. Sci. Psychol. 1 (1), 180002 (2018).
	27.	 Coroneo, M. T., Müller-Stolzenburg, N. W. & Ho, A. Peripheral light focusing by the anterior eye and the ophthalmohelioses. 

Ophthalmic Surg. Lasers Imaging Retina. 22 (12), 705–711 (1991).
	28.	 Russell, R., Sweda, J. R., Porcheron, A. & Mauger, E. Sclera color changes with age and is a cue for perceiving age, health, and 

beauty. Psychol. Aging. 29 (3), 626 (2014).
	29.	 Laitly, A., Callaghan, C. T., Delhey, K. & Cornwell, W. K. Is color data from citizen science photographs reliable for biodiversity 

research? Ecol. Evol. 11 (9), 4071–4083 (2021).
	30.	 Chan, I. Z., Stevens, M. & Todd, P. A. PAT-GEOM: a software package for the analysis of animal patterns. Methods Ecol. Evol. 10 

(4), 591–600 (2019).
	31.	 Mearing, A. S. & Koops, K. Quantifying gaze conspicuousness: are humans distinct from chimpanzees and bonobos? J. Hum. Evol. 

157, 103043. https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JHEVOL.2021.103043 (2021).
	32.	 Felsenstein, J. Phylogenies and the comparative method. Am. Nat. 125 (1), 1–15 (1985).
	33.	 Hatsusaka, N. et al. UV index does not predict ocular ultraviolet exposure. Translational Vis. Sci. Technol. 10 (7), 1–1 (2021).
	34.	 Gómez, J. M., Verdú, M., González-Megías, A. & Méndez, M. The phylogenetic roots of human lethal violence. Nature 538 (7624), 

233–237 (2016).
	35.	 Gómez, J. M., Verdú, M. & González-Megías, A. Killing conspecific adults in mammals. Proc. Royal Soc. B. 288 (1955), 20211080 

(2021).
	36.	 Pagel, M. Inferring the historical patterns of biological evolution. Nature 401 (6756), 877–884 (1999).
	37.	 Pinheiro, J. et al. Package ‘nlme’. Linear Nonlinear Mixed Eff. Models Version. 3 (1), 274 (2017).
	38.	 Paradis, E. & Schliep, K. Ape 5.0: an environment for modern phylogenetics and evolutionary analyses in R. Bioinformatics 35 (3), 

526–528 (2019).
	39.	 Leutenegger, W. & Kelly, J. T. Relationship of sexual dimorphism in canine size and body size to social, behavioral, and ecological 

correlates in anthropoid primates. Primates 18, 117–136 (1977).
	40.	 Gómez, J. C. Ostensive behavior in great apes: The role of eye contact. Reaching into thought: The minds of the great apes, 131–151. 

(1996).
	41.	 Whitham, W., Schapiro, S. J., Troscianko, J. & Yorzinski, J. L. The gaze of a social monkey is perceptible to conspecifics and 

predators but not prey. Proceedings of the Royal Society B, 289(1976), 20220194. (2022).
	42.	 Whitham, W., Schapiro, S. J., Troscianko, J. & Yorzinski, J. L. Chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes) gaze is conspicuous at ecologically-

relevant distances. Sci. Rep. 12 (1), 9249 (2022b).
	43.	 Sánchez-Villagra, M. R. & Van Schaik, C. P. Evaluating the self‐domestication hypothesis of human evolution. Evolutionary 

Anthropology: Issues News Reviews. 28 (3), 133–143 (2019).
	44.	 Zhang, P. & Watanabe, K. Preliminary study on eye colour in Japanese macaques (Macaca fuscata) in their natural habitat. Primates 

48 (2), 122–129 (2007).
	45.	 Frost, P. European hair and eye color: a case of frequency-dependent sexual selection? Evol. Hum. Behav. 27 (2), 85–103 (2006).

Scientific Reports |        (2024) 14:29115 10| https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-80643-4

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JHEVOL.2021.103043
http://www.nature.com/scientificreports


	46.	 Sanfilippo, P. G. et al. Don’t it make your brown eyes blue? A comparison of iris colour across latitude in Australian twins. Clin. 
Experimental Optometry. 98 (2), 172–176 (2015).

	47.	 Enari, H. Snow tolerance of Japanese macaques inhabiting high-latitude mountainous forests of Japan. High. Altitude primates, 
133–151. https:​​​//li​nk.sprin​ger​.com/ch​ap​ter/​10.​1​0​07/​978-​1​-4614-8175-1_8 (2014).

	48.	 Sliney, D. H. How light reaches the eye and its components. Int. J. Toxicol. 21 (6), 501–509 (2002).
	49.	 Pflüger, L. S. et al. Twenty-three-year demographic history of the Affenberg Japanese macaques (Macaca fuscata), a translocated 

semi-free-ranging group in southern Austria. Primates 62, 761–776 (2021).
	50.	 Geiger, M., Sánchez-Villagra, M. R. & Lindholm, A. K. A longitudinal study of phenotypic changes in early domestication of house 

mice. Royal Soc. open. Sci. 5 (3), 172099 (2018).
	51.	 Walsh, J. E. et al. Quantification of the ultraviolet radiation (UVR) field in the human eye in vivo using novel instrumentation and 

the potential benefits of UVR blocking hydrogel contact lens. Br. J. Ophthalmol. 85 (9), 1080–1085 (2001).
	52.	 Sliney, D. H. Exposure geometry and spectral environment determine photobiological effects on the human eye. Photochem. 

Photobiol. 81 (3), 483–489 (2005).
	53.	 Bergman, T. J. & Beehner, J. C. A simple method for measuring colour in wild animals: validation and use on chest patch colour in 

geladas (Theropithecus gelada). Biol. J. Linn. Soc. 94 (2), 231–240 (2008).
	54.	 Snell, R. S. & Bischitz, P. G. A study of the effect of orchidectomy on the melanocytes and melanin in the skin of the guinea-pig. Z. 

für Zellforschung Und Mikroskopische Anatomie. 50, 825–834 (1959).
	55.	 Nukana, R. P. et al. Association of Testosterone Level with Melasma in men: A case-control Study in Indonesia43 (The Pan African 

Medical Journal, 2022).
	56.	 Seshadri, K. S., Gangothri, S. & Thaker, M. Does the diversity of anuran iris patterns have an ecological function or is it just beauty 

in the eye of the beholder? Evol. Ecol. 38, 1–16. (2024).
	57.	 Cake, M. Regional variation in iris colour of the White-browed Scrubwren’Sericornis frontalis’ complex in digital photographs. 

Australian Field Ornithol. 36, 148–153 (2019).
	58.	 Corbett, E. C., Brumfield, R. T. & Faircloth, B. C. The mechanistic, genetic and evolutionary causes of bird eye colour variation. Ibis 

166 (2), 560–589 (2024).

Acknowledgements
We would like to thank Aurélie Albert-Daviaud for her photographs of M. leonina. This research was supported 
by a SINGA scholarship awarded to JOPG by A*STAR, and by National Research Foundation (NRF) Singa-
pore, under its NRF-Investigatorship programme (award NRF-NRFI05-2019-0006) and NRF-CRP programme 
(award: NRF-CRP20-2017-0001). JO and OS were supported by the German Research Foundation (Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG), Project-ID 454648639 in SFB 1528 – Cognition of Interaction.

Author contributions
JOPG measured the macaque photographs, ran statistics, and wrote the first draft of the article. JJMM, JO, OS, 
AC-N, EG, JMJ-D, VB-F, SK, NR, JM, SG, BM, LM, LSP, PMB, and MB provided photographic samples, associ-
ated population-level data, and contributed towards writing the manuscript. ED measured the baboon samples. 
CH conceived the study and contributed towards writing the manuscript. AM conceived the study and contrib-
uted towards writing the manuscript. All authors contributed critically to the drafts and gave final approval for 
publication.

Declarations

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​d​o​i​.​o​r​g​/​1​
0​.​1​0​3​8​/​s​4​1​5​9​8​-​0​2​4​-​8​0​6​4​3​-​4​​​​​.​​

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to J.O.P.-G. or A.M.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which 
permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give 
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and 
indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s 
Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included 
in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or 
exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy 
of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2024 

Scientific Reports |        (2024) 14:29115 11| https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-80643-4

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-1-4614-8175-1_8
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-80643-4
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-80643-4
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.nature.com/scientificreports

	﻿Photoregulatory functions drive variation in eye coloration across macaque species
	﻿Materials and methods
	﻿Samples
	﻿Measurements
	﻿Phylogenetic data
	﻿Statistical analyses

	﻿Results
	﻿Tests of the gaze-camouflage hypothesis
	﻿Tests of the self-domestication hypothesis
	﻿Tests of photo-regulatory functions
	﻿Influence of exclusion of P. Anubis from analyses

	﻿Discussion
	﻿References


