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Sociality in Asian elephants: in the quest of empathy

Social living presents challenges, often reflected in divergences in resource access, decisions or dominance, which

can lead to social conflicts. Unresolved social disruptions and damaged relationships can impair the functioning

and survival of the group. Therefore, peacekeeping strategies are of upmost importance for highly social species.
Post-conflict behavioral patterns offer an opportunity to investigate the cognitive and affective mechanisms

underlying conflict resolution strategies. Are individuals sensitive to the social disruption of others? Do
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bystanders show sympathetic concern for the victim? To answer these questions, we most likely think about the
spectrum of empathy often described as “putting oneself in another’s shoes”. Affiliation patterns concerning not
only the combatants, but also third-party, i.e., uninvolved bystanders, can help us shed light into social conflict

management and, simultaneously, provide a window to explore expressions of empathy (e.g., consoling the
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ﬁ "g{ ‘ ; victim of a social conflict). Research studies suggest that empathy tends to occur mostly between socially close
1 partners and may have its evolutionary origin in caregiver/parental care. Given the complex fission-fusion
societies, extensive maternal care and advanced cognitive abilities suggested by experimental studies, the Asian
elephant is an interesting target to investigate sociality in general, and to explore empathy-related phenomena in
particular. Thus, | am studying post-conflict affiliative patterns in Asian elephants, in both captive and free-
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(Ph.D. student) ranging conditions, to examine mechanisms of conflict resolution and discuss the potential underlying influence

of empathy in group peacekeeping.
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Behavioral observations on free-ranging Asian elephants Data collection in captive conditions was conducted at
were carried out in Bandipur National Park, south of India. Kyoto City Zoo, the home of five Asian elephants.

While doing behavioral observations on
elephants in India, there was also the
chance to observe other wild animals.
Inter-species encounters were among the
most interesting sights.
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An encounter between a

male elephant and a tiger.
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