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Parent-Offspring Conflict 

Mock and Forbes’s’ excellent article 
on parent-offspring conflict (POC) 
was a much-needed critique to a 
theory which has become well 
established without much empirical 
support. I would like, however, to 
point out a misconception in re- 
lation to the so-called weaning con- 
flict in red deer (Cervus elaphos), 
which is of relevance to many other 
mammalian species. 

Mock and Forbes refer to the 
classic study on red deer by Clutton- 
Brock and his colleagues* as provid- 
ing clear evidence of fitness costs 
to the mother of prolonged suckling. 
These authors then go on to argue 
that because there is nothing that 
the calf could do to interfere with 
its mother’s courtship and mating 
it does not constitute a compelling 
case for POC, and for this reason 
they dismiss it as another example 
of parental despotism. Mock and 
Forbes are missing an important 
point because in red deer offspring 
suckling rates can affect maternal 
fertility. If the calf suckles frequently, 
the suckling stimulus will inhibit 
maternal fertility, and the mother 
will fail to become pregnant again3. 
This ‘natural contraceptive’ has been 
shown to work in other mammalian 

species4s5, including us human@. 
Theoretically it is possible that by in- 
creasing suckling rate beyond their 
real needs, offspring could extract 
more resources at a great repro- 
ductive cost to their mothers. 

It has often been suggested that 
‘weaning conflict’ is all about off- 
spring trying to increase suckling 
rates in order to prevent mothers 
from reproducing while mothers try 
the opposite. However, real data 
suggest that offspring tend to suckle 
more frequently when the mother is 
not producing enough milk (because 
food resources are scarce or she is 
in poor physical condition) and off- 
spring growth rates are sIow~,~,’ 
Under these conditions another 
reproductive attempt may not be 
in the interests of either the mother 
or the offspring, since it would entail 
a great burden on the already 
energetically stressed mother, and 
may result in low chances of 
survival for the current (and the 
next) offspring. Thus, there need not 
be any disagreement between 
mother and offspring over whether 
it is wise to reproduce again. In fact, 
there is little evidence that behav- 
ioural conflict between mother 
and offspring is associated with in 

suckling patterns*. Therefore, al- 
though mammalian offspring can 
influence maternal reproduction to 
a great extent, what we know about 
‘weaning conflict’ does not provide 
strong support to the theory. 
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Reply from D.W. Mock and 
L.S. Forbes 

Gomendio raises a provocative 
issue - whether a natural contra- 
ceptive that offspring can operate 
provides red deer calves with an 
effective weapon in a weaning 
conflict - which abuts the general 
offspring-power issues in parent- 
offspring conflict (POC). It was never 
our intention to portray red deer as 
‘providing clear evidence of’ POC, 
only to note some data suggesting 
that it might qualify. Each party 
potentially stands to gain or lose 
fitness. 

As ‘capital breeders’ (costs of 
reproduction are drawn against 
physiological savings), mammals 
seem generally suited to effective 
offspring selfishness. Offspring of 
‘income breeders’ (costs drawn 
against current income’) are less 
able to sequester resources from 
future siblings because those costs 
do not carry forward readily, so 
their parents have a virtually 
failsafe mechanism against inter- 
brood POC. Offspring of capital 

breeders have a more direct 
avenue for theft from future sibs, so 
we must ask whether red deer 
calves can pull off the heist success- 
fully. 

For this, we shift focus to females 
of rapidly breeding species in long- 
season environments (e.g. Gom- 
endio’s macaques*), and rephrase 
the problem within a broader life 
history context of optimal birth 
spacing. Suckling by current young 
could detrimentally prolong the 
mother’s cycle, but, as Gomendio 
notes, under many circumstances 
the mother may agree to delaying. 
Otherwise, why tolerate contracep- 
tive suckling? The mother has the 
physical wherewithal to have her 
way. 

Earlier, Gomendio* showed that 
macaque infants sharply escalate 
suckling attempts when their 
mothers enter the first post-parturn 
estrus. Maternal rejections increase 
in concert, nullifying the escalation. 
Infant ‘distress’ levels climb. No 

data show that the mother abdicates 
control or suffers. Mothers not con- 
ceiving were more permissive, not 
more pestered. They are also sub- 
ordinates and novices, plausibly 
least able to breed again immediately. 
In short, though it appears that 
mammalian offspring may have a 
behavioral ‘POC weapon’, omnip- 
otent mothers may control the 
licensing of that weapon. 
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