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E X PA NDING HOR IZONS
SH ER M IN DE SILVA

Shermin graduated with a B.A. from the University of California at Berkeley, with ma-
jors in Biology and Philosophy. In 2004, she initiated the Udawalawe Elephant Research 
Project in Sri Lanka, which she continues to direct. She defended her Ph.D. in Biology at 
the University of Pennsylvania in 2010 on the behavior and demography of Asian ele-
phants. From 2011 to 2014, she was an NSF Postdoctoral Research Fellow at Colorado 
State University in the Department of Fish Wildlife and Conservation Biology, where she 
studied the comparative behavior of Asian and African elephants. Her work led her to 
create EFECT, a conservation trust in Sri Lanka, of which she serves as a trustee. She is 
also the president and founder of the US-based nonprofit Trunks & Leaves, which aims to 
facilitate the conservation of Asian elephants and their ecosystems through science and 
education. She is currently a James Smithson Fellow at the Smithsonian Conservation 
Biology Institute – Address: Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute, 1500 Remount 
Road, Front Royal, VA 22630, USA. E-mail: shermin@elephantresearch.net

I couldn’t believe my good fortune when I learned I had been awarded the opportunity to 
spend six months in one of my favorite European capitals, with an eclectic mix of fellow 
academics no less! As a field biologist, I do not often have the opportunity to interact with 
those outside my specialty, let alone my discipline or beyond the sciences. Having been a 
philosophy major as well a biology undergraduate, I did miss my interactions with the 
humanities. But even so I could not have appreciated the broadening of perspective that 
these few months at Wiko would represent and the friendships that would result.
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The fall of 2014 was characterized by the theme of novelty. Everything was new – my 
surroundings, the people, the routine. The first striking surprise was how much each of 
the disciplinary tribes had its own culture – a shared world view, to some extent, and a 
basis for communication. Crossing the threshold of our own preconceptions to be able to 
genuinely understand the perspective of someone studying literature, history, or law and 
being challenged to explain oneself in turn was something I savored. Every time such a 
conversation took off over lunch or dinner, I emerged exhilarated with what felt like a 
hundred new ideas (or at least, one or two good ones). I also began to truly appreciate how 
much of our world views are shaped by experiences other than those familiar to me as 
scientific fact. While biologists took certain facts for granted, they were by no means com-
mon ground. For instance, how risky was it for women to have children? The medical 
statistics might say one thing, our evolutionary history another, with our beliefs in addi-
tion no doubt shaped by national culture, law, and perhaps even literary fiction.

Another of the boundaries I was surprised to be able to cross at Wiko was age. I had 
not realized that I tended to spend most of my time among others in my own age co-
hort – a natural consequence of the academic hierarchy. One of the things I came to really 
treasure about the Wissenschaftskolleg was the feeling that one could speak freely with 
anyone about anything, and yes, challenge anyone about anything, irrespective of exper-
tise or seniority. Likewise, I valued the opportunity to learn from my more experienced 
colleagues about their own personal and professional paths – the challenges already over-
come, and the ones they foresaw. These resulted from repeated encounters with individu-
als I would not ordinarily ever have had the opportunity to meet, due to both the discipli-
nary and the age-based restrictions on professional social engagement we informally live 
with in our regular lives. It felt as though I was slowly connecting dots in my understand-
ing – networks spanning continents, decades, and subjects.

The fall dissolved into the traditional festivities of German winter. The grayness of 
the sky was compensated by the holiday lights and markets. I recalled my first time in 
Germany, also at Christmas time, fourteen years ago. In that time the city had already 
changed so much, all the time growing stronger and more vibrant.

The new year, however, was heralded by some major global tragedies. First came the 
attack on Charlie Hebdo. As we all tried to understand what it signified for the French 
people and geopolitics at large, I was grateful to be among such a diverse group. Was the 
issue primarily one of free speech, or social and economic inequity? What did this event 
reveal about the relationship between media, politics, and society as well as the implicit 
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rules governing journalism within nations? How did each individual’s own national his-
tory – or histories in cases like mine, being of dual nationality – and identity shape our 
interpretation of and reaction to the events? And then what of the other massacres going 
on in Africa, which seemed to be receiving far less media attention? The conversations 
that ensued were deeply personal, always sensitive, and sometimes difficult. Our views on 
faith, politics, national identity, and justice were all shot through with strong emotion. 
Many attended the rallies of solidarity held in Berlin alongside the rest of the world, 
though we did not share identical views. It was perhaps one of the deepest moments of 
learning in my life.

My time in Berlin was not spent only among the intellectuals of Wiko. There were 
dear friends of the family in the city. These moments and conversations, too, were added 
to my little collection of treasured memories. Here is where I could understand what 
everyday German life was like and what concerns preoccupied those outside the rarefied 
air of the ivory tower. There was the city itself and its own history to be explored –  whether 
on a rambling walk with a posse of ladies from the Institute or playing host to visitors 
who had never been there before.

I discovered that Berlin is a city thirsty for culture – not only have I never lived in a 
place so bursting with distractions to satisfy every possible taste, I have never seen events 
sold out so quickly! Berliners seem to welcome all manner of arts with gleeful abandon, be 
they timeless classics or outlandish new experiments. As I am not one who is fond of 
crowds, I especially relished the small evening concerts we were treated to within the 
walls of the Institute itself. There is something especially moving about music being 
played with conviction in such an intimate setting.

Within the Institute, little clusters of common interest had emerged. Several of the 
biologists met on a semi-regular basis to discuss our ventures into science communication. 
Wiko seemed a fitting place for such a topic, given the number of its Fellows who had 
written books – indeed, the library services were close to miraculous! A small group also 
convened around the topic of women in science – informally, the Women In Science Tea. 
Though it was perhaps more aptly Women in Science Dessert, given the predilections of 
some of its members for delicious sweet treats. We gradually discovered, though, that our 
concerns were not restricted to those within the sciences – they were relevant throughout 
academia, and quite likely all professions. For me, an observer of behavior, it was particu-
larly intriguing to observe the gender dynamics during colloquia and workshops as much 
as to listen to the content itself.
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The staff of the Wiko were all absolutely brilliant in their roles, down to the house-
keepers. It was as if a small battalion of genies were overseeing our every wish. Had there 
been lamps to rub, the effect could not have been more complete. I spilled crumbs on my 
table one day, and a small place mat mysteriously appeared the next. I suspected a fairy 
named Ellen. Vera and the lovely ladies at the reception somehow managed to efficiently 
dispatch solutions for every possible question and scenario put before them. The IT staff 
were always on hand to drop in and attend to any technical glitch, including rescuing 
ailing personal laptops. Dunia and her supreme kitchen staff carefully accommodated 
with good humor every conceivable permutation of dietary restriction imaginable. The 
administrative staff surely went above and beyond what was required to ensure that all of 
the formal requirements for entering, living in, and exiting Germany were met as pain-
lessly as possible. Corina Pertschi was especially an angel in helping with visa and insur-
ance concerns, in particular during some emergency travel I had to make. And of course, 
there was our fearless leader in the College for Life Sciences, Giovanni Frazzetto, who is 
the person responsible for initially persuading me (though I needed little persuasion) to 
accept the fellowship.




