Patterns of Life

Charles Darwin and Game Theory

Voice Over:

Despite his know-it-all status, there were one or two things that truly confounded Charles
Darwin: What's so good about kindness? When will they invent a decent beard oil, and what's

the point of a peacock’s tail.

If evolution’s all about survival, why do they have such huge, extravagant tails, making them

ridiculously easy to catch?

They've survived this long so there must be a reason. But what?

So vexing was this quandary it made the poor genius sick.

Luckily a hip bunch of mathematicians called game theorists came along in the 1970s with an

explanation that would have put Charles' confused mind at rest.

They discovered that a costly courtship display can actually be a winning strategy. It shows
that a male is strong enough to afford a debilitating trait, making lesser males back well away.

But the trait will only work long term if they're not bluffing. So there has to be a real cost to

their resources. Hence big silly tails. Peacocks are well hard.
It should come as no surprise that we humans are no better than our fine feathered friends.
Suppliers of luxury goods find that lowering their prices actually ruins sales. Posh cars,

jewelry and handbags are just glorified peacock’s tails, showing anyone who cares that you're

kind of a big deal.

iversity

The Open Un



