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Although both cannibalism and infanticide have been observed in a variety of mammal species, 
including some carnivores (Fox, 1975; Hausfater & Hrdy, 1984), there have been few reports of 
either in badgers Meles meles. Neal (1986: 126) mentions several cases of possible cannibalism, 
some of which may have been preceded by infanticide; but he describes only a single case in which 
there was unequivocal evidence, in the form of badger faeces containing the remains of a cub, that 
conspecific material had been consumed. 

In the present paper, we describe another clear instance of cannibalism in badgers and speculate 
as to its cause. The evidence is from analysis of the stomach contents of a female badger which was 
found dead beside a road in central Switzerland on 23 March 1981, killed by a motor vehicle (F. 
Thuner, pers. comm.). Its stomach contained 100.5 g (91 ml) of food: 25 g of earthworms, 17.5 g of 
plant material, 1 g of insect remains, and 57 g of bones, muscles and fur from a badger cub. The 
latter material was identified by comparison with a museum collection. (For details of the method 
of collection and analysis of stomach contents see Stocker & Liips, 1984.) 

The female in question weighed 9.5 kg, which is close to the mean weight of badgers in 
Switzerland at that time of year (Lups, 1984). Tooth section (Lups, Graf & Kappeler, 1987) 
showed her age to be nine years. The swollen condition of her uterus indicated that she had 
produced cubs earlier in the year (M. Graf, pers. comm.) but it is not known whether she was 
lactating. Her teeth were not unusually worn or damaged: only two incisors were missing, which is 
a low number for an animal of this age (Lups & Roper, 1988). 

In discussing possible reasons for cannibalism it is important to distinguish this activity, 
functionally speaking, from infanticide. Cannibalism (the consumption of conspecific material) 
can occur in the wild either as a normal component of predatory behaviour or as a relatively 
infrequent response to severe food shortage (e.g. Fox, 1975; Sherman, 198 1); but in either case the 
only functional benefit it can confer on its perpetrator is a nutritional one. Infanticide (the killing 
of young) does not in itself confer any nutritional benefit; but it can increase in various other ways 
the reproductive success of the perpetrator or its close kin (Hausfater & Hrdy, 1984). Thus when 
cannibalism and infanticide occur together they may do so for two possible reasons: infanticide 
may precede cannibalism because prey has to be killed before it can be eaten; or cannibalism may 
follow infanticide because the perpetrator, having killed the victim for some other reason, might as 
well eat it. 

Badger diet has been thoroughly studied in a variety of habitats (for a recent review see 
Shepherdson, Roper & Liips, In press) yet, as already noted, published reports of cannibalism are 
rare. Thus it seems clear that cannibalism is not a normal form of predation in this species. 
Furthermore, in the present instance the good bodily and dental condition of the female 
perpetrator, and the fact that other, more normal forms of food were present in the stomach, 
suggests that food shortage was not a precipitating factor. Rather, the age and condition of the 
female, and the fact that she had bred that year, fit with the suggestion that dominant females 
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might sometimes kill the cubs of subordinate members of their own social group, as a means of 
removing future competitors and ensuring continued reproductive precedence for themselves and 
their own offspring (Ahnlund, 1980, Unpubl. MS). 

At present, the evidence of infanticide in natural badger populations is circumstantial and/or 
indirect. First, Neal (1986: 126) describes several cases in which recently killed and partially eaten 
cubs were found outside setts, in circumstances in which adult badgers were the most likely 
culprits. However, in no case was infanticide actually witnessed. Secondly, there is good evidence, 
in at least some populations, of high cub mortality between the times of birth and emergence 
(Wandeler & Graf, 1982; Cheeseman et al., 1987). Infanticide is a possible contributor to such 
mortality, though i t  is unlikely to be the only one. Thirdly, in a captive group of badgers a 
dominant female certainly killed, and almost certainly also ate, the cubs of two subordinate 
females (H. Kruuk, pers. comm.). In these cases, infanticide was witnessed but may have been an 
artefact of unnatural housing conditions. Finally, there have been clear observations of infanticide 
by dominant females in several other carnivore species in the wild (Packer & Pusey, 1984). Such 
behaviour seems restricted to species in which, as in the badger, breeding is restricted to one or a 
few dominant females within each social group. 

Despite this evidence, it is perfectly possible that badgers only eat cubs that they find dead. 
Either way, cannibalism is not in itself surprising since badgers often eat heterospecific 
mammalian carrion (e.g. Stocker & Liips, 1984). 

We thank H. Kruuk and E. Neal for advice, information and comments. 
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