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The maternal response to dead infants varies among
nonhuman primate species. It has been reported that some
primate species still carry their dead infants for several
days in free-ranging situations ( Papio cynocephalus:
Altmann,  1980;  Gorilla  beringei:  Warren and
Williamson, 2004; Schallers 1963; Pan troglodytes:
Matsuzawa, 1992; Papio anubis: Nash, 1974; Macaca
Suscata: Mori and Kudo» 19865 Macaca radiate:
Rahaman and Parthasarathy, 1969) while such behavior
is lacking in Lemur catta (Nakamichi et al., 1996).

For the Sichuan snub-nosed monkey Rhinopithecus
roxellana, an arboreal colobine species; the newborn
infant always uses its hands to cling to its mother’s
ventrum when its mother moves (Li et al., 2005).
During our study on its social structure in Qinling
Mountains in 2005, we observed that a dead infant was
carried by its mother and a young female relative. In this
report, we will describe this rare phenomenon in detail
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and discuss its adaptive significance .

1 Materials and methods

This study was conducted in the Yuhuangmiao
regions located in Zhouzhi National Nature Reserve on the
northern slope of the Qinling Mountains. The ecology and
history of this area have been reported by Li et al.
(2000, 1999), Li and Zhao (2005) and Zhang et al.
(2003, 2006). There are two groups of Sichuan snub-
nosed monkeys at our study site: the eastern ridge group
and the western ridge group (Li et al., 2000).

The western ridge group, as our study group, was
provisioned with apples, radishes, and corn three times
per day (10:00 am, 12:00 pm, and 2:00 pm):
approximately 200 g per monkey per day in total. Based
on closed distance between 0.5 meters and 50 meters,
subjects were individually identified and the presences of
OMUs were distinguished by using the method described
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in Zhang et al. (2003).

During studies conducted from March to June in
2005, a dead infant was found in DB unit. This OMU
consists of the resident adult male DB, six adult females,
four young females, one juvenile and three infants ( Table

1). The reproductive history of the dead infant’s mother
(BB) is shown in Table 2.

Table 1 The makeup of DB unit

R(;sl:li:m f:riﬁl l::ﬁi Juvenile Infant
DB AX NY (5 years, %) ZW (2 years, &' )XW
BTNX NL (5 years, %) XJ
BB” KL (5 years, $) XB™
FQ KX (3 years, ¥)
JH”
WM*
* Gave birth in 2005. **Died when we found it.
Table 2 The birth history of BB
Birth Birth Offspring  Offspring
sequence date name gender Notes
1 Mar. 24, 2002 KX Female nulliparous

2 Apr. 11, 2003 A%
3 Apr. 03, 2005 XB

Male
Male

still alive in DB unit

died when we found it

The dead infant was first observed on April 3 and the
corpse disappeared on May 7 — 10. During this period, as
soon as we found the dead infant, the carrier and its
behavior directed toward dead infant were recorded with
the method of ad libitum (Martin and Bateson, 1993).
In the present study we report data on infant carrying
behavior collected between April 3rd and May 6th in
2005.

2 Results

On the morning of Apr. 03, 2005, we found female

BB carrying a dead infant which was named XB. BB had
not been observed to give birth. However; based on our
previous observations (Li et al., 2005, we thought it
likely that BB was the mother of this dead infant.

From that moming, BB carried the dead infant all
along regardless of eating, moving or resting. She always
carried the corpse with one forelimb and held it to her
chest when moving (Fig.1). This gesture is very similar
to normal carrying behavior for a live infant that is just a
few days old. During resting, BB groomed, nuzzled and
sniffed the dead infant. However, less and less of these
behavioral categories occurred over time. The dead
infant’s body had become dessicated by April 16, 2005.

The young female KX, the BB’s 3-years offspring,
still followed BB and tried to carry the dead infant several
times. On May 1st, 2005, KX was firstly found to handle
the dead infant. Like her mother,
nuzzled and groomed the corpse when resting. Moreover,
she clutched (Fig.2), even carried the infant’s corpse
with her mouth (Fig.3) when moving and climbing.

This clutching behavior was also seen when BB
carried the corpse moving on the ground (Fig.4) and in
the branches (Fig.5) respectively. This kind of behavior
is not usually displayed during the normal interactions
with living infants (Li et al., 2005).

We have not observed the dead
nuzzling or sniffing the corpse since May 1st. They only
groomed the corpse occasionally. During our observations
on the corpse and its carriers; we did not find any
interactions between other members of the unit and the
dead infant. They kept away from BB when she
approached them with the dead infant during the first 15
days. Then other members within DB unit stopped
avoiding the mother but showed no interest in the dead
infant. During our observations; we did not see any
interaction between the adult male and the dead infant.

she also sniffed,

infant carriers

Fig.1 The dead infant was carried by its mother when moving

Fig.2 The corpse was held by the young female, KX
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Fig.4 The dead infant was clutched by its mother moving on
the ground

From May 7th to May 10th, we lost contact with the
study group. When we re-established contact with the
group on May 11th, BB, KX and other unit members
were no longer observed to carry the dead infant. The
corpse had disappeared for unknown reasons.

3 Discussion

Studies of mother-infant recognition in primates
suggest that the first few days of the postpartum period
represent a sensitive period for maternal motivation
( Maestripieri>» 2001 ). During this period, primate
mothers are highly attracted to infants and motivated to
take care of them ( Maestripieri» 2001). For example;
the frequency of infant-directed behavior in pigtail
macaques
during pregnancy and lactation affected by hormonal
changes ( Maestripier and Wallen, 1995). In our study;
the mother show intense maternal attachment to the dead

Macaca nemestrina  increases  significantly

infant during the first few days and treated the corpse as if

Fig.5 The dead infant was clutched by its mother moving on
the branch

it was a living infant. The occurrence and reduction over
time of these behaviors may due to the postpartum
hormonal, as well as experiential, factors.

Interest in newborn infants by females other than the
mother is typically high in Colobines (McKenna, 1979).
For R.roxellana> infant caretaking by other unit-
members is ubiquitous in both captive ( Ren et al.,
2000) and wild conditions (Li et al., 2005). During
these observations; only the mother’s young female
offspring ( KX) tried to carry the dead infant and
succeeded in doing so while other female members of the
DB unit kept far away from BB and showed no interest in
the corpse. This active behavior showed by KX supports
the kin selection hypothesis ( Riedman, 1982) as infant
handling is often directed at closely related infants
(Nicolson, 1987).

The results of this study provides initial data on dead
infant carrying in wild Sichuan snub-nosed monkeys and
suggest that there are strong mother-infant bonds and kin
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selection. Further research is required to evaluate the
generality and possible significance of this carrying
behaviour in this species.
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