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V SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR OF PROCAVIA CAPENSIS
IN CAPTIVITY

Aggressive and submissive behaviour

Aggression in the dassie is marked by distinct behaviour pat-
terns, some of which (especially those in which the erection
of dorsal spot hair plays a dominant role) are described in
detail by Sale (1970a, 1970b) for the East African species

of Procavia and Heterohyrax. Sale's descriptions are to a

great extent also applicable to P. capensis.

Threat and appeasement behaviour are usually accompanied by
characteristic sounds and postures which may differ in inten-
sity of expression depending on the type of situation elicit-
ing this behaviour. The most often observed and perhaps most
basic type of threat and appeasement behaviour is shown during
head—-on encounters between two dassies, at least one of which_
must be adult or nearing adulthood, during feeding or huddling.
The older or dominant animal may then show mild threat be-
haviour which is indicated by a slight raising of the neck
hair and dorsal spot hair, grunts and growls. This complex
signal probably acts audio-visually to convey the aggressive
intentions of the dassie. Appeasement gestures, following
threat behaviour, are generally characterised by backing away
by the subordinate animal (Sale 1970a, 1970b). This invglves

a slight curving of the body so that the back is turned to-
wards the aggressor, while at the same time the subordinate's
‘head is turned backwards in order to keep the other dassie

in sight (Fig. 16). The back presentation, a non-flaring of
the dorsal spot and a series of squeals and chirrups serve

to indicate submissiveness.

Although dassies as a rule tend to avoid face-to-face encoun-
ters, it is not always possible to do so where they huddle

or heap inside the sleeping box. Young dassies, trying to
climb onto the backs of édults, often cause incidents of
threat behaviour. They, however, guickly respond with the

well-defined pattern of appeasement behaviour described above.
























Figure 16: Aggressive and submissive postures assumed

by P. capensis. A. Two dassies of equal status feeding
from the same food container. Both animals' bodies are
curved so that they can keep each other in sight while
simultaneously each one is prepared to present its back in
submission should the other attack. B. A subordinate
dassie approached by a dominant one. The subordinate's

body is curved for the same reason as that in A above while
the dominant animal does not demonstrate this posture. Note
the bare patch on the subordinate dassie's back where it
was bitten repeatedly on previcus.occasions and also the
ears pressed flat against the head which is a sign of
alertness.

(Photographs by F.F. Kolbe)
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male while he follows closely. This procedure is repeated a
number of times before the female finally allows the male to
mount and copulate.-{he female places her hind legs wide apart
while standing with an arched back. The male places his hind
feet next to the female's and presses his front legs to her
side just behind the ribcase (Fig. 17). Ejaculation probably
occurs within 10 seconds of penetration. E.J. Waanders (pers.
comm.) watched several copulations amongst captive dassies

in the National Zoological Gardens and according to him the
males placed their front legs far to the front over the rib-
case, head against the left shoulder blade of the female and
grasped the neck hair of the female firmly between the teeth.
This pattern has not been observed in the captive colony

used in this study and the guestion remains whether the
postures assumed by the study animals while I watched them
did in fact accompany copulation with penetration 5r only
represented attempted copulation, and whether successful and

attempted copulation require different postures.

Very little can be added to the comprehensive description

by Sale (1965b}) of parturition in East African dassies.
Bésically the same pattern was observed in P. capensis.

From a few days to a month before parturition gravid fe-
males became noticeably more aggréssive towards other mem-
bers of the colony, especially adult males which were driven
out of the sleeping quarters. The slightest disturbance by
an observer elicited wails characteristic of excitement (as
a result of frustration) interspersed with fear. Immediately
prior to and during parturition a female in labour was left
alone while the younger members of the colony, especially
non-gravid females, continuously emitted whistle chirrups
while inguisitively watching the parturient female from a
distance. -

In one case the firstborn of a litter of five succeeded in

climbing onto the mother's back while the third birth was



" Figure 17: Copulation posture assumed by P. capensis.
Note the arched back of the female and the position of
the feet of the male.
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