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This study examined the consequences of gender bias in hierarchical systems of two primate 

species: hamadryas baboons, which are strongly male-dominant, and ring-tailed lemurs, which 

are the most female-dominant of all primates. Dominance hierarchies are usually a product of 

resource competition, and according to sexual selection theory, sex differences in behavior are 

often caused by males and females needing different resources in order to successfully 

reproduce. This study included five hours of observation of both species, housed at the San 

Diego Zoo. Acts of intersexual conflict were counted, as well as the sexes of the initiator and the 

“loser” of the encounter. The baboon males initiated and “won” 100% of their nine dominance 

interactions with females, while lemur females initiated and “won” 100% of their 19 dominance 

interactions with males. These results show that, even in captive settings, the dominance 

hierarchies of these two species are severely sex-dependent. Additionally, the hamadryas males 

used their rank to assert direct control over the females' location and behavior, while the ring-tail 

females used their rank to access food, warmth, or to refuse mating. In the wild, there are 

surprising adaptive benefits to submission for the subordinate sex of both species. Female 

hamadryas who appease their unit male gain his protection and food resources, both for herself 

and her young; male ring-tailed lemurs who defer to females gain mating priority, and thus 

produce more offspring. These dynamics exemplify how extreme gender hierarchies operate, and 

may provide clues as to how these systems evolve. 
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