
Fun Facts Friday: Elephant Clans and Culture 

African savanna elephant clans are social networks made up of smaller units. A family of related 

adult females and dependent offspring typically numbers a handful, although some reach into the 

thirties. Several closely associated families form a bond group of several dozen elephants. Bond 

groups sharing a traditional dry-season range form a clan, sometimes numbering several 

hundred. 

During scarcity, families spread across clan territory to forage. When resources recover, families 

gather, and clans may intermingle. 

A 2005 study of 14 females in three Zimbabwean clans found members were not necessarily 

maternally related, and genetic similarity did not predict home-range overlap. There, shared 

geography, not ancestry, defined clan membership. 

Like human societies, elephant societies are shaped by shared history and experience. Elephants 

learn routes, food sources, and responses to danger from older group members, and researchers 

suggest this knowledge may function as a form of culture, though direct evidence for cultural 

transmission in elephants remains limited. 

Large clans are documented most clearly in savanna elephants, likely because open, seasonal 

landscapes let many families share range and periodically gather. Forest and Asian elephants 

generally form smaller, more variable groups, shaped by denser habitat, patchier resources, and 

in some populations, human disturbance, though some Asian populations do show clan-like 

communities. 

Photo: Photo: An African savanna elephant clan gathers at a shared water source. 

 


