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The Duration of Grief and Period of Carrying the Dead 
Infant May be Related to the Age of the Grieving Mother?

DIRECT FROM FIELD

Jodhpur is located in western Rajasthan (altitude about 
o o241m, latitude 26  18' N and longitude 73  08 E) at the 

eastern edge of Great Indian Desert. This diagonal plateau 
is inhabited by a geographically isolated pocket population 
of 1850-2000 Hanuman langurs, comprised of 35-36 
bisexual troops and 15-16 all-male bands (Mohnot et 
al.,1981, 1987; Rajpurohit et al., 2006, 2010; Ram et al., 
2011). The Hanuman langur (Semnopithecus entellus 
Dufresne, 1797) is the best knowing and the most 
adaptable south Asian colobine.They live in a wide range of 
habitats from the Himalayas and peninsular forests to semi 
arid lands, in villages, towns and on cultivated land 
(Roonwal and Mohnot, 1977).

The mother-offspring bond is arguably the strongest and 
most essential social bond among mammals (Cronin et al., 
2011). Jay (1962) suggests that three important elements 
(coat colour, vocalizations, and quality of movements) in the 
infant's appearance and behaviour are essential in 
releasing maternal behaviour of the mother in langurs. 
Thus, the body of a dead infant may continue to elicit 
maternal behaviour from its mother and other adult females 
for several days after death. The carrying of dead infant 
reported many time in several species of primates in wild. A 

 Social units in common 
langurs consist of one male bisexual troops, multi-male 
bisexual troops and all-male bands. In the western parts of 
their habitat in India (i.e. Jodhpur), langurs usually form 
unimale bisexual troops (Mohnot, 1974).

recent observation has described how Hanuman langur 
carried the body of her dead infant for days.

Observation

Grief response to the death of a black coat female infant 
(approximately 2 months old) in Hanuman langur was 
studied at daijar (troop B1) near Jodhpur, Rajasthan. The 
study was conducted in January 2018, we observed that the 
mother (approximately 6 years old) carried the corpse of her 
dead infant for a period of 6 days. Mother of the dead infant 
showed different responses directed toward the dead infant 
ranging from passive observation (observing from distance, 
observing from near) to active intervention (Inspection of 
face, peer, pick up infant, smelling, grooming, touching 
face, touching neck, touching other body parts, kissing and 
carrying the infant ventrally) of the corpse of her infant. 
(Fig.1)

The observation started 24 hours after the infant died. 
Mother carried dead infant long after its death and kept a 
safe distance from other troop's members. Food intake of 
the grieving mother was also drastically reduced during 
those 6 days. Mother of the dead infant occasionally went to 
feeding site (carrying her dead infant ventrally) for food and 
water and then immediately return to the roosting site. 
Mother was also observed trying to feed her dead infant on 
day 3 and 4. 

Fig. 1: Grieving mother with her dead infant.
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I am afraid that some of the statements made by Mr. Llushington in the above article may convey the impression to 
readers of the Indian Forester that the undersigned has adopted an unjustifiable presumptuous attitude on this subject of 
the spoke disease. Take for instance the following : “This article controverts Mr. Hole's dictum that spike is caused by 
unbalanced circulation.” In the paper which I read at the conference held in Bangalore in October last, which has been 
printed as an appendix on page no.p.17 of the Proceedings of the Conference, it was clearly stated that, based on 
observations in the forest and in the garden, the writer “ now ventures to put forward a theory as detailed below, which 
appears to be in through accordance with the fact hitherto ascertained, to ask for a patient  consideration of this theory 
and to request the co-operation of Forest Officers in the sandal areas in obtaining the experimental proof, or otherwise, of 
this theory.” To propound a theory which appears to offer a reasonable explanation of existing facts and observations and 
to ask that it should be patiently considered and tested by experiments can scarcely  be said to be unreasonable or to be 
a “dictum that spike is caused by unbalanced circulation.” Experiments to test the precise effect of various factors on the 
healthy development of sandal, even they fail to clearly indicate the primary cause of the spike disease, are likely to be of 
considerable value in helping us to understand more clearly the treatment necessary for the healthy growth of the species 
and the extent to which it may be possible, at all events, moreover, appeared to be the general opinion of the Conference 
which decided that “experiments on the lines he (Mr. Hole) suggested should be carried out as they were likely to yield 
valuable information,” also “that all other possible predisposing factors, such as fire and damage or removal of suitable 
host plants should be eliminated .” (Proceedings of the Conference, pp.7,14.)

The South Vellore experiments alluded to be Mr. Lushington have already been discussed in the Indian Forester for July 
1918, pp.325-328, where it has been shown that these results do not disprove the theory of an unbalanced sap-
circulation.

As regards the bearing of the isolation experiments in the general question of the parasitism of sandal and the need of 
host plants for healthy growth, there does not as yet appear to be any proof that at least some attachments have not been 
formed by roots which have passed below the isolation trenches.

So far as the writer's experience has gone at present, although water-culture and pot experiments at Dehra Dun have 
proved that sandal can exist without host plants, the growth appears to be very much better when haustorial attachments 
with suitable hosts have been formed. For this reason, it is advisable to compare the growth and increment of the isolated 
trees with those of similar control trees growing among suitable host plants, as has already been suggested.- (Indian 
Forester, July 1918, p. 327.) 

OCTOBER, 1918 (461-462p.)

SPIKE DISEASE OF SANDAL.
BY R.S. HOLE, I.F.S., FOREST BOTANIST

The duration of grief and period of carrying the dead 
infant may be related to the age of the grieving mother, 
age of the infant and the cause of death of the infant. 
Further observation and scientific data are required to 
support this observation. 
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