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Abstract of the Laureate Lecture

Professor John Maynard Smith

The Evolution of Animal Signals

Animal signals range from the highly dra-
matic, like the song of the Nightingale or the
tail of the Peacock, to the barely detectable,
like the soft sounds exchanged by a pair
of mated birds when raising their young.
The problem is to explain this variation, and in
particular to explain why animal signals are
reliable. Why don’t animals lie? There are a
number of different answers to this question:

i) There is no conflict of interest between
signaller and receiver, and therefore no
reason to lie.

ii) The signal is an ‘Index’: that is, it is
impossible to fake.

iii) A signal, for example of high quality, is
costly to make, and would be too costly
for an individual of low quality.

iv) In animals that interact repeatedly with

the same partner, particularly in social

animals of high intelligence, an individual

that lies may acquire a ‘reputation’ as a

liar, and so not be believed in future

interactions.
v) Signals are not always reliable, either
because of ‘mimicry’ or because of
‘sensory exploitation.’

Examples will be given of these various cate-
gories, and mathematical models intended to
explain their evolution will briefly be described.
Further empirical and theoretical work is needed
in many contexts: these include signals used in
contests over resources that can be shared, con-
tests involving the exchange of a long sequence

of signals, and the roles of ‘reputation’ and

‘punishment’ in ensuring honesty.



