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The Logic of Animal Conflict

It is not surprising that ani-
mals are often in conflict
because they compete for
limited resources.  What is
surprising however is that
such conflict is often re-
solved by a trial of strength,
followed by the weaker ani-
mal surrendering resources
to the stronger rival, with-
out an injurious fight until
death.  Before the 1960’s, this was attributed to the good of the species.  Along with G
C Williams, David Lack and others, John Maynard Smith brought about the realiza-
tion of the fallacy of the good of the species idea.  This brought back the focus to
individual selection and forced biologists to re-think evolutionary explanations for
many apparently altruistic behaviours seen in animals.  Maynard Smith took up the
challenge of providing an explanation for animal conflicts from the individual rather
than the species point of view.  Along with George R Price he used game theory,
originally developed by economists, to formulate the concept of Evolutionarily Stable
Strategies (ESS).  ESS is a strategy that is evolutionarily stable because it is unbeatable
by any other strategy.  Game Theory and the concept of ESS have since been applied
with success to a variety of situations including foraging, cooperation, communica-
tion, sex ratios, parent-offspring conflict, predator-prey interactions and so on.
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