
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

ALLIANCE

Authored by

mohammad looti

November 7, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). ALLIANCE. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved from

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=66196

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=66196
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=66196
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


ALLIANCE 2

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

ALLIANCE

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Behavioral Ecology, Sociobiology, Ethology, Evolutionary

Psychology

1. Core Definition and Functional Parameters

The term alliance, particularly within the context of animal behavior and behavioral ecology,

describes a persistent, often dyadic or small-group association between two or more individuals.

The fundamental purpose of such an association is the collective control or acquisition of

resources that a single individual would be incapable of securing alone. This definition emphasizes

the cooperative advantage derived from the association, where the combined strength,

intelligence, or tactical coordination of the allies grants them access to opportunities or territories

otherwise monopolized by higher-ranking or larger competitors. Alliances are distinguishable from

temporary aggregations by their sustained nature and the expectation of mutual benefit, often

involving complex social cognition, memory, and potential deferred returns on investment.

The functional parameters of an alliance revolve around the redistribution of competitive power

within a social hierarchy. In many species, especially those with strict dominance hierarchies,

certain high-value resources--such as mates, food caches, or preferred resting sites--are

disproportionately controlled by an alpha individual or a reigning coalition. An alliance serves as a

strategic countermeasure, allowing lower-ranking animals to pool their influence, effectively

neutralizing the dominance advantage of superior competitors. This dynamic suggests that

alliances are not merely accidental groupings but calculated social strategies evolved under

intense intraspecific competition. The collective action minimizes individual risk while maximizing

the potential for significant gain, illustrating a profound evolutionary trade-off between the costs of

cooperation and the benefits of shared control.

Crucially, while the immediate observable function may be resource acquisition--as exemplified by

two male primates coordinating to overcome a single dominant male--the ultimate evolutionary

function is often linked to enhancing fitness. By gaining access to resources necessary for survival

or reproduction, the individuals within the alliance increase their potential for passing on their

genes. This highlights the concept's grounding in sociobiology, where social behaviors are

analyzed through the lens of maximizing reproductive success. Furthermore, the stability of an

alliance often depends on mechanisms of reciprocal altruism, where immediate costs borne by one

member are tolerated because of the expectation of future repayment or support during critical

confrontations.

2. Theoretical Foundations in Evolutionary Biology
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The understanding of alliances is deeply rooted in evolutionary theory, requiring explanations for

why individuals would engage in costly cooperative behavior. Two primary mechanisms, often

acting concurrently, govern the evolutionary viability of alliances: Kin Selection and Reciprocal

Altruism. Kin selection, formalized by W.D. Hamilton, posits that cooperative behavior, even if

costly to the actor, can evolve if it benefits related individuals (kin), thereby increasing the overall

representation of the actor's shared genes in the next generation. Alliances formed between close

relatives, such as the groups of male lions often observed taking over prides, are powerful

examples of kin selection at work, where the shared genetic interest stabilizes the partnership.

However, many robust alliances are formed between non-kin, necessitating the framework of

Reciprocal Altruism, pioneered by Robert Trivers. This theory explains cooperation between

unrelated individuals as a system of delayed exchange: an animal helps another at a cost,

expecting that the favor will be returned later. For an alliance based on reciprocity to be stable,

several conditions must be met: the animals must have long lifespans and repeated opportunities

for interaction, they must possess the cognitive ability to recognize individual partners and

remember past interactions (detecting and punishing 'cheaters'), and the benefit received must

outweigh the cost incurred. The complexity of these cognitive requirements is why highly

structured, long-term alliances are most frequently observed in species possessing advanced

intelligence, such as primates, dolphins, and certain social carnivores.

The study of alliances also intersects significantly with Game Theory, particularly the Prisoner's

Dilemma and the concept of the Evolutionarily Stable Strategy (ESS). An ESS is a behavioral

strategy that, once adopted by a population, cannot be successfully invaded by a new, mutant

strategy. Cooperation within an alliance, when structured by reciprocity or kinship, often represents

an ESS because defection (cheating or abandoning allies) carries a severe long-term penalty--loss

of future support and potential exclusion, rendering the defector unable to compete effectively

against established power structures. The enduring success of an alliance, therefore, reflects a

sophisticated evolutionary compromise where cooperation yields superior collective fitness gains

compared to constant solitary competition.

3. Key Examples in Primate and Carnivore Societies

Primate societies provide the most detailed and frequently cited examples of complex alliances,

reflecting their sophisticated social intelligence and hierarchical structures. In species like

chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes), male alliances are critical for achieving and maintaining alpha

status. These partnerships are often highly personalized, involving specific grooming rituals,

shared patrolling duties, and coordinated attacks against rivals. Research has shown that a single

male might rely on two or three specific allies for success, and the breakdown of such an alliance

often leads directly to the loss of dominance. These alliances highlight the importance of social

manipulation and political maneuvering, where individuals strategically invest in relationships to
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secure power, demonstrating a cognitive capacity for long-term planning.

In the realm of social carnivores, the formation of male coalitions among African lions (Panthera

leo) serves as a paradigm example of an alliance driven by reproductive imperative and kin

selection. These coalitions, typically composed of two to seven males (often brothers or cousins),

are necessary to successfully challenge and depose the resident males of a pride. A solitary male

rarely succeeds in taking over a pride. Once a takeover is successful, the alliance collectively

defends the pride against rival coalitions and ensures exclusive mating access to the females. The

stability of the lion alliance is reinforced by the high degree of relatedness; even unrelated coalition

members benefit from the safety in numbers provided for hunting and defense against nomadic

threats.

Beyond terrestrial mammals, alliances are observed in marine mammals, notably dolphins (e.g.,

bottlenose dolphins, Tursiops truncatus). Dolphins in Shark Bay, Australia, exhibit one of the most

elaborate alliance structures documented outside of primates. They form "first-order alliances"

(small, stable pairs or trios) that cooperate to herd and monopolize females for mating. These first-

order alliances then form temporary, broader "second-order alliances" to fight against competing

groups of males. This tiered structure demonstrates a remarkable level of strategic complexity,

requiring individuals to manage multiple, overlapping cooperative relationships simultaneously,

underscoring that alliances are flexible, adaptive systems rather than rigid, permanent groupings.

4. Distinguishing Alliances from Coalitions and Other Forms of Cooperation

While often used interchangeably in lay conversation, academics frequently draw distinctions

between alliances and coalitions, though the precise usage can vary across disciplines.

Generally, an alliance refers to a long-term, stable, and persistent association characterized by

mutual trust and repeated interactions over extended periods, often spanning years or even

decades (e.g., established chimpanzee partnerships). The relationship itself is the strategic unit. In

contrast, a coalition typically refers to a more temporary grouping formed rapidly to achieve a

specific, immediate goal, such as a short, coordinated defense against a sudden threat or a brief

joint hunting effort. The defining characteristic of a coalition is its transient nature, dissolving once

the immediate competitive objective is met.

However, the relationship is often hierarchical: coalitions can form opportunistically within the

structure of a larger, established alliance. For example, two established allies (the alliance) might

recruit a third, temporary partner (forming a coalition) for a single, critical fight. Thus, alliances

provide the underlying cooperative framework and relational history that makes the rapid formation

of effective coalitions possible. The stability of the alliance allows for predictable coordination when

forming a coalition.

Furthermore, alliances must be differentiated from simple group living or herding behavior.
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While group living provides collective benefits like enhanced vigilance and dilution of predation risk,

it does not necessarily require the personalized, strategic coordination characteristic of an alliance.

An alliance requires a targeted cooperative effort aimed at controlling a specific resource or

challenging a specific dominant competitor, involving individual recognition and memory of past

interactions. A herd of bison benefits from numbers, but two male bison specifically coordinating a

strategic challenge against the herd bull demonstrates an alliance.

5. Cognitive and Social Prerequisites for Alliance Formation

The establishment and maintenance of complex alliances require significant cognitive machinery.

Animals must possess Theory of Mind (ToM) to some degree--the ability to assess the intentions,

knowledge, and potential reactions of both their allies and their rivals. This allows for effective

coordination and prediction of behavior during critical moments, such as a synchronized attack or

defense. Without this social intelligence, alliances would quickly devolve into chaos or mutual

exploitation.

Furthermore, strong memory capacities are essential for tracking the history of interactions within

the alliance. This allows individuals to engage in scorekeeping, remembering who has helped

whom, the severity of the costs incurred, and whether previous favors have been reciprocated.

This meticulous social bookkeeping is vital for maintaining the stability of reciprocal altruism and for

identifying and punishing 'cheaters'--those who accept aid but fail to return it when needed. The

presence of cheaters quickly undermines the fitness benefits of cooperation, leading to the

dissolution of the alliance.

The negotiation of alliances often involves complex communication signals, ranging from subtle

body language and vocalizations used for coordinated attacks to formalized bonding rituals, such

as the extensive mutual grooming found in primates. These behaviors serve dual purposes: they

enhance synchronization during competitive events and reinforce the social bond, signaling

commitment and trustworthiness between partners. The quality and longevity of an alliance are

therefore direct indicators of the sophisticated social processing capabilities of the species

involved.

6. The Dynamics of Stability, Conflict, and Dissolution

Alliances are inherently vulnerable to internal conflict, primarily driven by changing circumstances

or shifts in the relative power and fitness needs of the members. As individual alliance members

age or their reproductive status changes, the cost-benefit analysis of cooperation may shift, leading

to tension. For instance, if one member of a dyadic alliance secures a higher rank due to the

alliance's success, they may begin to defect or rely less on their original partner, creating an

imbalance in reciprocity.
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Dissolution of an alliance can occur violently, often involving infighting when previously shared

resources (like mating access) become highly contested, or subtly, through gradual withdrawal of

support. The stability is continuously tested by the presence of external rivals who might attempt to

bribe, persuade, or coerce an alliance member to switch loyalties, a phenomenon referred to as

defection or alliance poaching. Successful alliances are those that effectively manage internal

conflicts and maintain consistent benefits to all parties, ensuring the benefits of staying together

outweigh the temptations of individual opportunism.

The strategic nature of alliances means they are not static; they evolve over time. Younger animals

may form temporary alliances that are tested and eventually formalized into strong partnerships

that last into adulthood. Older animals may dissolve alliances as their competitive needs decrease.

This fluid and dynamic nature underscores that alliances are strategic tools for navigating the

social landscape, constantly adapting to the fluctuating ecology and social demands faced by the

individuals involved.

Further Reading

Reciprocal Altruism (Wikipedia)

Sociobiology (Wikipedia)

Chimpanzee Social Behavior (Wikipedia)

Kin Selection (Wikipedia)
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