Figure 15.9 Sexual Selection in Action
Malte Andersson tested the hypothesis that sexual selection is responsible for the evolution of long tails in African long-tailed widowbirds. The researchers captured males and manipulated their tail length by either cutting feathers or gluing on extra feathers. The males were released, and their reproductive success was later measured by counting the nests with eggs or young within each male’s territory. Results showed that males with artificially lengthened tails were approximately twice as successful as normal and control males, while males with artificially shortened tails were about half as successful as normal and control males. Importantly, Andersson found that the modified tail lengths did not impair the birds’ ability to defend their territory, suggesting that the differences in mating success could be directly attributed to tail length. These results were consistent with the hypothesis that sexual selection plays a role in the evolution of long tails in the African long-tailed widowbirds. Additional studies of a number of other bird species have provided similar evidence in support of a role for sexual selection in the evolution of elaborate ornamental displays in males. For example, Marion Petrie studied the impact of the number of eye spots in tails of male peacocks. Although she did not reduce the tail length, she clipped the eye spots out of half of the male’s tails. After observing both normal males and those with clipped eye spots, she found that females preferred males with the most eye spots. Interestingly, a more recent study by M¿ller and Petrie identified a link between the condition of a peacock’s tail and the strength of his immune system. Specifically, the researchers found that the condition and length of the tail was related to B cell production, while the size of the eye spots was related to T cell production. Thus, the male peacock with an elaborate ornamental tail is, in effect, signaling to the female that he is in good health and is a quality mating partner.
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