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Conflict and Harmony

Two articles in this issue of BioScience have the word “conflict” in their titles. The 
parallels—and the differences—are instructive.

In the article that begins on p. 801, Tamás Székely and colleagues write about stud-
ies conducted over more than a decade on sexual conflict and parental cooperation
in shorebirds. The work combines experiments conducted in the venerable ethological
tradition on wild populations of the Kentish plover (Charadrius alexandrinus), game-
theoretical modeling of evolutionarily stable breeding strategies, and the use of
molecular phylogenies for comparative analyses of behavior patterns. The effort has
yielded telling evidence of an evolutionary tug-of-war between male and female
shorebirds over which sex cares for the young, a conflict that is also affected by the 
degree of precocity of the young. Each sex benefits from leaving the other holding the
baby, so to speak, but the decision on if and when to desert depends on whether, as
W. S. Gilbert put it, there are lots of good fish in the sea (referring to mating oppor-
tunities, not food resources). The Kentish plover is at what might seem a tense point
in the evolutionary saga, one where either sex can be faithless, and each may some-
times leave. This starts to look like a good ethological story that is leading investiga-
tors in some interesting directions, such as the constraints on courtship displays.
Like all the best research, it has raised at least as many questions as it has answered.

On p. 819, a more speculative Forum article by John Shivik discusses a less 
familiar instance of evolutionary conflict, that between macro- and microscavengers.
Both large and small scavengers benefit from extracting nutrients from carrion, and
so their interests, like those of male and female birds, conflict. Once the reader has
quelled a natural aversion to contemplating carrion—an aversion that is itself
instructive—he or she is likely to find Shivik’s ideas provocative. If bacteria and other
omnipresent microorganisms rot a carcass too much, later diners risk poisoning.
Consequently, macroscavengers such as vultures have to be fast in their search for an
appealing dish (referring to food resources, not mating opportunities). By soaring and
having an acute sense of smell, vultures can descend on a dead animal before the 
microbes have gotten too far. Carrion represents a substantial part of nutrient flows
in many ecosystems, so understanding the conflict it generates is important. Good data
are needed, and game theory may be applicable.

Biologists gave up decades ago on the notion that harmony underlies nature’s
bounty. The harmonies are usually best understood as the outcome of conflicts at some
level. Of course, through the spoken word and the printed page, humans can be 
encouraged to devise their own harmonies, and Székely and colleagues note in that
connection that many shorebird populations need conservation measures. BioScience,
in keeping with its tag line—“Organisms from molecules to the environment”—seeks
to publish more accounts of work on organismal biology, and the ideas in this issue
are a gratifying feast (referring to intellectual stimulation).

TIMOTHY M. BEARDSLEY
Editor in Chief

Editorial

BioScience
Organisms from Molecules to the Environment
American Institute of Biological Sciences

PUBLISHER
Richard T. O’Grady

EDITOR IN CHIEF
Timothy M. Beardsley

SENIOR EDITOR
Donna Daniels Verdier

PRODUCTION MANAGER / ART DIRECTOR
Herman Marshall

PUBLICATIONS ASSISTANT
Jennifer A. Williams

Editors: Eye on Education: Susan Musante 
(educationoffice@aibs.org); Feature articles: Cathy
Lundmark (features@aibs.org); Washington Watch:
Robert E. Gropp (publicpolicy@aibs.org).
Editorial Associate: Barbara J. Orton.
Editorial Board: Agriculture: Sonny Ramaswamy;
Animal Behavior: Janice Moore; Animal Development:
Paula Mabee; Botany: Gregory J. Anderson; Cell
Biology: Randy Wayne; Ecology: Scott Collins, Daniel
Simberloff; Ecotoxicology: Judith S. Weis; Education:
Gordon E. Uno; Environmental Policy: Gordon
Brown, J. Michael Scott; Evolutionary Biology: James
Mallet; Genetics and Evolution: Martin Tracey;
History and Philosophy: Richard M. Burian;
Invertebrate Biology: Kirk Fitzhugh; Landscape
Ecology: Monica Turner; Microbiology: Edna S.
Kaneshiro; Molecular Biology: David Hillis; Molecular
Evolution and Genomics: David Rand; Neurobiology:
Cole Gilbert; Plant Development: Cynthia S. Jones;
Policy Forum: Eric A. Fischer; Population Biology: Ben
Pierce; Professional Biologist: Jean Wyld; Sensing and
Computation: Geoffrey M. Henebry; Statistics: E.
Barry Moser; Vertebrate Biology: Harvey B. Lillywhite.
Editorial Correspondence: 1444 I Street, NW,
Suite 200, Washington, DC 20005; telephone: 202-628-
1500; fax: 202-628-1509; e-mail: bioscience@aibs.org.
Instructions for preparing a manuscript for BioScience
can be found at www.aibs.org/bioscience/resources/
Info_for_contribs.pdf.
Advertising: For information on both display and
line classified advertisements and deadlines, contact
John Rasanen, American Geological Institute;
telephone: 703-379-2480, ext. 224; fax: 703-379-
7563; e-mail: jrasanen@aibs.org.
BioScience (ISSN 0006-3568) is published 11 times a
year by the American Institute of Biological Sciences.
To subscribe, call 1-800-992-2427, ext. 29. Individual
membership: sustaining, $90/yr; individual, $70/yr;
family, $90/yr (includes $36 for BioScience); emeritus,
$50/yr; K–12 teacher/administrator, $45/yr (includes
$22 for BioScience); graduate and postdoctoral 
students, $40/yr (includes $21 for BioScience);
undergraduate and K–12 students, $20/yr (includes
$15 for BioScience); lifetime, $1400 (one-time fee).
Institutional subscriptions: domestic, $337/yr; foreign,
$404/yr. Single copies: $14 plus shipping and handling
for up to 20 copies; volume discounts available for
more than 20 (call 1-800-992-2427, ext. 29).
Subscription renewal month is shown in the four-digit
year–month code in the upper right corner of the
mailing label.
© 2006 American Institute of Biological Sciences. All
rights reserved. Periodical postage paid at Washington,
DC, and additional mailing offices.
POSTMASTER: Send address changes to BioScience
Circulation, AIBS, 1313 Dolley Madison Blvd.,
Suite 402, McLean, VA 22101. Printed in USA. AIBS
authorizes photocopying for internal or personal 
use, provided the appropriate fee is paid directly to 
the Copyright Clearance Center, 222 Rosewood 
Drive, Danvers, MA 01923; telephone: 978-750-8400;
fax: 978-750-4744; Web site: www.copyright.com.
To photocopy articles for classroom use, request 
authorization, subject to conditions thereof, from the
Academic Permissions Service at CCC. Each copy must
say “© [year] by the American Institute of Biological
Sciences.” Statements and opinions expressed in
BioScience are those of the author(s) and do not 
necessarily reflect the official positions of the American
Institute of Biological Sciences, the editors, the 
publisher, or the institutions with which the authors
are affiliated. The editors, publisher, and AIBS disclaim
any responsibility or liability for such material.

Downloaded From: https://complete.bioone.org/journals/BioScience on 03 May 2024
Terms of Use: https://complete.bioone.org/terms-of-use



788 BioScience  •  October 2006 / Vol. 56 No. 10 www.biosciencemag.org

Downloaded From: https://complete.bioone.org/journals/BioScience on 03 May 2024
Terms of Use: https://complete.bioone.org/terms-of-use


	Editorial

