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Abstract

Background: Fiddler crabs, genus Uca, are classic examples of how intense sexual selection can produce
exaggerated male traits. Throughout the genus the enlarged “major” cheliped (claw) of the male fiddler crab is
used both as a signal for attracting females and as a weapon for combat with other males. However, the
morphology of the major claw is highly variable across the approximately 100 species within the genus. Here we
address variation, scaling, and correlated evolution in the mechanics of the major claw by analyzing the
morphology and mechanical properties of the claws of 21 species of fiddler crabs from the Pacific, Gulf and
Atlantic coasts of the Americas.

Results: We find that the mechanics that produce claw closing forces, the sizes of claws and the mechanical
strength of the cuticle of claws are all highly variable across the genus. Most variables scale isometrically with body
size across species but claw force production scales allometrically with body size. Using phylogenetically
independent contrasts, we find that the force that a claw can potentially produce is positively correlated with the
strength of the cuticle on the claw where forces are delivered in a fight. There is also a negative correlation
between the force that a claw can potentially produce and the size of the claw corrected for the mass of the claw.

Conclusions: These relationships suggest that there has been correlated evolution between force production and
armoring, and that there is a tradeoff between claw mechanics for signaling and claw mechanics for fighting.
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Background
The evolution of exaggerated male secondary sex char-
acteristics is frequently attributed to sexual selection
either by female choice or combat among males [1,2].
To differentiate these two modes of selection, traits are
separated into two groups based on their morphology
and function. Morphological characters that are en-
larged, conspicuously colored or shaped (e.g. peacock
rump feathers), and are used primarily during courtship
are ornaments; they are selected by female preferences
that govern mate choice [3,4]. Morphological characters
that are used as weapons are armaments; they are se-
lected for their utility in intra-sexual combat [2,5].
To complicate matters, many organisms have secon-

dary sex characteristics that are both ornaments and ar-
maments [2,5]. In most traits where both intra-sexual
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competition and inter-sexual selection are important,
these forces act in concert, reinforcing the effects of
both types of selection [2,4,6]. However, in fiddler crabs
and several other species [6,7], the two mechanisms of
sexual selection seem to be in opposition, favoring dif-
ferent features of the sexually selected traits [7]. In
fiddler crabs (genus Uca), all of the approximately 100
species are sexually dimorphic. Females have two small
claws and no visible asymmetry, whereas males have a
single minor claw, with which they feed, and a hypertro-
phied major claw, which can constitute 1/3 – 2/3 of the
total mass of an individual [8]. The shape, size, and col-
oration of the major claw are highly variable across spe-
cies (Figure 1) [9]. Males use their major claw to court
females, threaten males, and as a weapon when males
fight. We suggest that the use of the major claw as both
an ornament and an armament should select for differ-
ent features of the claw [10,11]. To be the most effective
sexual signal, the claw should be large, with a large sur-
face area, yet be lightweight so that males can wave it at
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Figure 1 Examples showing just a few of the divergent
morphologies found in the fiddler crab major claw. (A) Uca
terpsichores has an elongated claw with gracile polex and dactyl,
(B) Uca stylifera is a large, basal species, (C) Uca argolicola is a small
species with a relatively short robust claw. During signaling, male
crabs wave these claws in a species-specific pattern. During
intra-sexual combat males interlock claws and apply force to a
competitor’s manus using a dactyl or polex tubercle as indicated by
arrows in frame (A).

Figure 2 Major claw outline of a male Uca beebei. Measurements
used in the study: A – B, out-lever length from the fulcrum to the
claw tip; A – C, out-lever length from the fulcrum to the tubercle in
the gape of the claw; A – D, in-lever length from the fulcrum to the
apodeme insertion on the ventral portion of the dactyl (modified
from Dennenmoser and Christy 2013).
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a low energetic cost. To be the most effective weapon,
the claw should be relatively heavy, with a large closing
muscle, a thick cuticle, and a relatively short dactyl and
polex to maximize mechanical advantage.
Like many sexual ornaments, the major claw grows

with positive allometry [12,13]. It is made conspicuous
as an ornament by its coloration, reflectance [14], shape
[15], and size [16]. Males of most species use their ma-
jor claw in a variety of complex claw-waving displays
that differ greatly across species [17-19]. Females have
been shown to choose mates based on a complex set of
species-specific criteria, which include, body or claw
size [9,20-22], wave rate or height [17,23-25], burrow
residency, and burrow quality [20,26-28]. Waves not
only attract females to a male’s burrow for mating, but
also ward off ‘wandering’ males that fight burrow resi-
dents for their burrows [8,18,29,30]. It is also possible
that females select costly displays (vigorous waving with
heavy claws) as a measure of male quality [4], however
females will still select cheating males with regenerated
claws and little combat ability [16]. The importance of
the waving display led Huxley [12] to conclude that the
major claw evolved primarily for signaling, with combat
as an incidental secondary use, made possible by the in-
crease in claw size.
Male fiddler crabs use combat to obtain and defend

burrows and, when resident at a burrow, to displace
neighboring males [31]. The form of combat varies in
detail across species, but usually includes a sequence of
ritualized behaviors, culminating in males interlocking
and forcefully gripping their major claws, so that tuber-
cles on the dactyl or polex of the claws apply force to
the manus of the other crab (Figure 2) [8,10]. The closing
forces males can produce with their major claw depend
on the shape of the claw, and the size of the closing
muscle [13]. Backwell et al. [16] found that crabs with
more forceful claws and heavier cuticles tend to win
fights with size-matched conspecifics. Therefore, it has
been suggested that the claw demonstrates adaptations
for use as a weapon [8-10,30], and in contrast to Huxley
[12], it has been suggested that the major claw evolved
primarily as an armament for male-male competition,
with male–female signaling emerging as a byproduct of
male-male agonistic interactions but see [2,18].
However, it is important to note that the claws of all

fiddler crab species that have been studied must effect-
ively perform both of these functions. For instance, an
individual with purely signaling morphology would be at
an energetic advantage in both development and display,
but would not be able to defend territory and should
have low fitness [16]. Alternatively, a crab with a shorter
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or excessively heavy claw, although successful in gaining
and defending territory, would incur an energetic cost
and may not be able to attract females, therefore having
lower fitness [17,23-25]. Here we examine how a diverse
set of fiddler crabs solve the problem of conflicting
sexual selection on claw morphology. First, we examine
variation across the clade and allometry of the mechan-
ics of the claw across species. Second, we examine the
relationship between claw mechanics and the mechan-
ical properties of the cuticle. Third, we ask whether
there is evidence of a tradeoff between mechanics that
should maximize the claw’s effectiveness as a sexual
signal and mechanics that should maximize the claw’s
effectiveness as a weapon.

Results
We found considerable morphological variation across
the fiddler crab phylogeny (Figures 1, 2, 3). Most of the
variables measured seem to scale isometrically with mass
(Figure 4). For instance, the values of the exponents of
the regressions of the mass of the major claw (1.03), the
length of the claw (0.35), and the frontal area of the claw
(0.68), on body mass all are exactly as expected (1, 1/3,
and 2/3 respectively; Figure 4). Cuticular resistance
scales at approximately 2/3 power of body mass al-
though there is a large amount of variation in this value,
with an r2 of only 0.78. The scaling exponent of the
force produced at the tubercle of the claw was 0.78,
higher than the expected value of 2/3 for scaling of the
muscle cross sectional area (Figure 4). When the force
produced by the claw is compared to the ability of the
cuticle to resist puncture, we find that within a species,
the claw tip should be able to produce enough force to
puncture the carapace, but not the manus. Furthermore,
we find that crabs should be able to produce approxi-
mately enough force at the claw tubercles to puncture
the manus cuticle of a size-matched conspecific, but not
enough force to cause the cuticle to structurally fail
(Figure 5). When claw force and claw resistance values
are adjusted for size (residuals of the OLS regression of
ln transformed values on ln body mass) there is a posi-
tive correlation (r=0.615, d.f.=19, p<0.05). When values
are further corrected for phylogeny (standardized inde-
pendent contrasts), we find that there is still a positive
correlation between claw force and the force required to
puncture the manus cuticle (r = 0.57, F=8.97, d.f.=19,
p<0.05; Figure 6). Finally, there is a significant nega-
tive correlation between force produced at the tubercle
(mechanics that should be good for combat) and both
weight specific frontal area of the claw and weight spe-
cific claw length (morphologies that should provide a
large signal at low waving cost) both for size corrected
values (claw area: r=−0.44, d.f.=19, p<0.05; claw length:
r=−0.48, d.f.=19, p<0.05), and when using size-corrected
standardized contrasts (claw area: r=−0.67, F=15.3, d.f.=19,
p<0.05; claw length: r=−0.69, F=17.69, d.f.=19, p<0.05;
Figure 7).

Discussion
Mechanical variation
We found that the mechanics of the major claw are
highly variable across species. This has been observed by
others [8-10] and it is known that claw strength is
tightly, positively correlated with size [13]. However,
even when the effect of size is removed we found vari-
ation of more than two-fold in claw force potential
across species (Figure 3). This is due to variation in apo-
deme area (a proxy for muscle physiological cross sec-
tional area) and morphology of the dactyl (Figure 2).
We also found that the force required to fracture the

cuticle of the claw is variable, even with the effect of size
removed (Figure 3). This variation probably results from
differences in the material properties, thickness and
shape of the cuticle. For instance, crabs may produce re-
sistant claws by either making their cuticular material
stronger or by producing a thicker cuticle. We do not
know how the material properties vary across species,
and this will be a focus of future work. We do know that
body size corrected claw mass is correlated with resist-
ance to puncture, suggesting that crabs increase resist-
ance by increasing cuticle thickness (not shown).

Allometry
Although mechanical properties of the claw are cor-
related with body size, there is precedent to suggest
that sexually selected traits should scale allometrically
[12,13,32]. However, Bounduriansky [33] suggests that
this purported pattern is due to sampling bias and ar-
gues that under varying selective circumstances there
should be different allometric patterns. We find no evi-
dence that simple measurements of claw size are posi-
tively allometric across species (Figure 4). This contrasts
with pronounced positive developmental allometry
within some species of Uca [12,13], and suggests that
there may be different patterns of selection acting on
different species [33]. Most of the variation in claw
mechanics across species seems to be associated with
isometric scaling. The only exception is claw force pro-
duction, which may suggest that this trait is under in-
tense sexual selection across the clade. Alternatively,
claw size, but not force, may be constrained. Levinton
and Judge [13] noted that claw length seems to be
constrained by carapace width so that claws do not ex-
tend beyond the contralateral edge of the carapace.
When the crab rotates to enter its burrow the tip of the
claw must go with the body (males hold their claws
“folded” across their front when they enter their bur-
row). Hence, claw length at full adult size would scale



Figure 3 (See legend on next page.)
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Figure 3 Species averages (± 1 S.E.M.) of morphological and mechanical variables across the phylogeny of fiddler crabs. Filled squares
are the measured values, and open circles are corrected for body size: residuals of the OLS regression of the variable against body mass. Body
mass, frontal area of the claw, an estimate of signal size, force required to puncture the cuticle, and force estimated at the claw tubercle are
given (see text). Phylogeny is modified from Rosenberg, 2001. Branch lengths are arbitrary.
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isometrically with body width across species. The forces
a claw can produce do not seem to be under this
constraint.

Claw force and cuticle strength
When we compare the average force produced by the
claws of a species to the resistance of the cuticle of that
species to puncture, we find that all species should be
able to break the carapace but not the manus of conspe-
cifics with their claw tips (Figure 5). This makes sense in
light of the ritualized combat seen in fiddler crabs,
Figure 4 Scaling of morphological and mechanical variables with crab
for both the variable in question and body mass. Scaling exponents are slo
major claw, (B) length of the major claw, (C) frontal area of the major claw
estimated at the claw tubercle, calculated from the morphology of the claw
where only the manus (and not the carapace, which
would cause serious injury) is gripped during aggressive
interactions [8-10]. Like other species of crabs, male fid-
dler crabs grip each other’s major claw manus with the
tubercles within the gape of their own major claw. The
mechanical advantage at the tubercles within the gape of
fiddler crab claws exceeds that at the tip of the claw.
This seems to result frequently in surface indents, or
small cuticular failures at the point where the tubercles
contact the manus [10]. We found that the forces at
these tubercles and the forces required to cause an
body mass. Each symbol represents a species average (± 1 S.E.M.)
pes of a regression of the logs of the mean values. (A) Mass of the
, (D) Force required to puncture the manus cuticle, (E) Force
, see text.



Figure 5 The relationship between forces produced by the claw and resistance of the cuticle. Each symbol represents a species
average ± 1 S.E.M. (A) The relationship between the force estimated at the tip of the claw and the force required to indent the carapace
(closed squares) and the force required to indent the manus (closed circles). The black line is an x=y relationship. Species averages that fall above
the line (i.e. all of the manus values) are examples where the claw tip cannot produce enough force to puncture the cuticle. Species averages that fall
below the line (i.e. all of the carapace values) can be punctured by the claw tip. (B) The relationship between force produced at the claw tubercle and
the force required to indent (closed squares) and crack (open diamonds) the manus cuticle. Again, the black line is an x=y relationship. Indentation
forces fall around the line and suggest that crabs can produce approximately enough force to indent the manus of a conspecific. However, crabs
cannot produce enough force at the tubercle to crack the cuticle and cause catastrophic damage (i.e. these values fall above the x=y line).
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indentation in the cuticle of the manus of the claw were
very similar across all species (Figure 5). This may reflect
an optimization between force production and cuticular
strength where the forces are received in a fight. We as-
sume that increasing either of these variables comes at a
cost. In fact, Murai et al. [34] found that experimentally
increasing the mass of the claw not only increases the
waving cost, but also decreases the wave height, an im-
portant component of female choice. It appears that
crabs produce cuticles just strong enough to resist dam-
age from most of their conspecifics, and have claws
strong enough to cause slight surface damage to op-
ponent’s claws. This provides a mechanical explanation
for why males usually choose to fight males their size
or slightly smaller [31], and why larger crabs tend
to win [35]. This could also help explain why crabs
with regenerated and presumably weaker claws lose
in fights [16].
As expected, larger crab species produce more force

and are more resistant to cuticular damage. However,
when the effects of size and phylogenetic relatedness are
removed, there is still a significant positive relationship
between force production and resistance to puncture
(Figure 6). Hence, species with especially powerful claws
also tend have especially armored claws, suggesting that
these traits have evolved in concert. It also suggests that
selection on claw force or cuticle resistance varies across
the Uca clade.

A possible tradeoff between signaling and force
One of the most intriguing features of the major claw is
that it functions both as a semaphore and a weapon.



Figure 6 The evolutionary relationship between claw force and
armoring. Symbols indicate the force required to cause cuticle
indentation of the major claw plotted against the closing force of
the major claw. All values are phylogenetically independent
contrasts of weight-normalized species averages. Linear fits of
standardized contrasts are constrained to pass through the origin
and there is a significant positive relationship (r = 0.57, F=8.97,
d.f.=19, p<0.05) suggesting that crabs with forceful claws also tend
to be heavily armored, even when taking into account size and
phylogenetic relatedness.
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The mechanical properties one expects of semaphores
or signaling flags are very different from those one ex-
pects of weapons. We suggest that flags (visual signals)
should be large and lightweight to minimize the cost of
display. It has been shown that claw size, and especially
length, are selected by females [34]. However, it has also
been shown that male fiddler crabs incur significant
energetic costs displaying with their massive claw [36].
Figure 7 The evolutionary relationship between claw force and signa
mass, plotted against the estimate of major claw closing force at the tuber
the estimate of major claw closing force at the tubercle. All values are phy
averages. Linear fits of standardized contrasts are constrained to pass thr
between these variables (claw area: r=−0.67, F=15.3, d.f.=19, p<0.05; claw
relatively larger closing forces, the major claw’s efficiency as a signal dec
morphology that should maximize the major claw’s functionality as a we
functionality as a signal.
Weapons, on the other hand, should be relatively short
to maximize mechanical advantage and heavy to ma-
ximize cuticle thickness and muscle cross sectional area
[11]. Indeed, we found an inverse relationship between
claw force production and both the frontal area of the
claw divided by claw mass and the length of the claw di-
vided by claw mass (with the effects of body size and
phylogenetic relatedness removed; Figure 7). There are
of course alternative explanations for this pattern. For
instance, both of these variables may be driven by some
unmeasured variable. We also do not know the actual
energetic costs of waving in any of the species studied
here. There are also compensation mechanisms that
allow species to have large displays and strong claws.
For instance, U. terpsichores has an above average
claw force and an above average mass specific claw area
(Figure 3) [10]. However, in general we expect that spe-
cies in which combat is more important in determining
male success should have claws that mechanically are
more like weapons, and that species in which signaling
is more important should have claws that are mechani-
cally more like flags. For instance, U. heteropleura and
U. saltitanta both have claws that are mechanically weak
and seem to have exceptionally intense waving behaviors
[[9]; personal observations].
Within the more derived clades of fiddler crabs, we

see several examples of the evolution of more forceful
claws that can produce and resist much higher forces
than the basal clade. However, this seems to come at a
cost in that these claws are relatively smaller and are
heavier. We hypothesize that these changes in claw
structure are likely due to changes in social structure or
ling morphology. A) Symbols are claw frontal area divided by claw
cle. B) Symbols are claw length divided by claw mass, plotted against
logenetically independent contrasts of weight-normalized species
ough the origin and there is a significant negative relationship
length: r=−0.69, F=17.69, d.f.=19, p<0.05). As species can produce
reases, implying that there is an evolutionary trade-off between
apon and morphology that should maximize the major claw’s
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courtship behavior. However, this remains to be tested
experimentally. There are several examples where strong
or resistant claws are found on species where the im-
portance of waving seems to be reduced. For instance,
U. argillicola is a small species with an unusually po-
werful claw that has never been observed to wave. U.
leptodactyla has strong and resistant claws that seem to
be waved infrequently. U. stenodactylus has a resistant
claw and seems to have a mating system where female
choice has reduced importance [9; personal observa-
tions]. With selection for signal function relaxed, inci-
dental use of these claws for defense against predators
might further accentuate mechanical features that make
them good weapons. Unfortunately, the details of mate
choice and aggressive interactions have not been well-
studied in most Uca species. We suggest that our results
should lead to more detailed examinations of these be-
haviors to see if our predictions hold. Hunt et al. [6] sug-
gest that when selective forces act in opposition,
variation in the timing, strength and direction of selec-
tion can produce a range of possible outcomes. This
seems to be the case with fiddler crabs, where different
morphologies may have been produced by variations in
the details of the selective regime in each species.
Table 1 List of species sampled and collection sites for the cr

Species N Collection site

Uca argillicola 14 Diablo Heights, Panama

Uca batuenta 10 Rodman, Panama

Uca beebei 20 Rodman, Panama

Uca deichmanni 20 Rodman, Panama

Uca galapagensis 11 Diablo Heights, Panama

Uca herradurensis 25 Diablo Heights, Panama

Uca heteropleura 16 Rodman, Panama

Uca inaequalis 13 Rodman, Panama

Uca intermedia 7 Rodman, Panama

Uca leptodactyla 8 Galeta, Panama

Uca minax 15 Commercial vendor

Uca oerstedi 14 Rodman, Panama

Uca panamensis 15 Naos, Panama

Uca pugilator 13 Panacea, Florida, USA

Uca rapax 15 Galeta, Panama

Uca saltitanta 15 Rodman, Panama

Uca stenodactylus 20 Rodman, Panama

Uca stylifera 14 Rodman, Panama

Uca terpsichores 20 Rodman, Panama

Uca umbratila 11 Diablo Heights, Panama

Uca virens 12 Panacea, Florida, USA

The total weight, claw weight, and carapace width was averaged within each speci
Conclusion
Fiddler crabs are one of the classic examples of female
choice producing an exaggerated, male trait, the major
claw [9,12]. However, our analysis suggests that the evo-
lution of the major claw has been much more complex
and interesting than if it had been selected only for sig-
naling. The evolutionary challenge for a fiddler crab is to
produce a conspicuous semaphore that retains its utility
as a formidable weapon (the problem of how to design a
“beautiful weapon”; [10]). There is significant variation
in the mechanics of claws across species, both in force
production and armoring. Within this variation, we find
evidence of an evolutionary tradeoff, where different
species solve this central problem of conflicting selection
in different ways. Conflicting selection may maintain
genetic and morphological diversity in species [7], and
we suggest that it may also drive the evolution of mor-
phological and functional diversity within a clade.

Methods
(A) sample collection and morphological measurements
Specimens of 21 fiddler crab species (Uca) were ob-
tained from field sites in Panama and from biological
supply companies as indicated in Table 1. Only adult
abs used in this study

Mass (g) Mass (g) Carapace width

total major claw (mm)

1.04 ± 0.59 0.27 ±0.20 12.62 ± 2.44

0.25 ±0.07 0.05 ±0.02 7.35 ± 0.68

0.64 ± 0.11 0.14 ± 0.03 10.37 ±0.61

0.41 ± 0.09 0.09 ±0.03 9.03 ± 0.74

0.54 ± 0.2 0.10 ±0.07 10.35 ±1.25

1.89 ± 0.66 0.42 ±0.18 16.14 ± 1.89

2.28 ± 1.01 0.39 ± 0.2 17.64 ± 2.28

0.26 ± 0.08 0.05 ± 0.02 7.37 ± 0.70

3.35 ± 0.61 0.58 ± 0.16 20.09 ± 1.28

0.34 ± 0.09 0.08 ± 0.03 8.76 ± 0.70

4.97 ±2.12 1.50 ± 0.84 22.88 ±3.35

1.17 ± 0.30 0.17 ± 0.06 12.46 ± 1.00

2.45 ± 0.63 0.67 ± 0.25 16.82 ± 1.44

1.55 ± 0.45 0.26 ± 0.09 14.84 ± 1.43

1.43 ±0.48 0.32 ± 0.15 14.67 ± 1.46

0.39 ± 0.07 0.09 ± 0.02 8.08 ± 0.54

0.88 ± 0.15 0.19 ± 0.04 11.65 ± 0.60

8.38 ± 2.77 1.48 ± 0.62 26.04 ± 2.97

0.49 ± 0.07 0.08 ± 0.02 9.93 ± 0.54

3.95 ± 1.83 0.74 ± 0.47 19.38 ± 3.02

0.91 ± 0.62 0.12 ± 0.14 12.46 ± 2.50

es and is given with its corresponding standard deviation.
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males were used in this study. Sample sizes varied, with
the majority of species being represented by at least 15
individuals (Table 1).
Individuals were removed from their burrows and

measurements were taken in the field. Carapace breadth
(mm) was measured with digital calipers (Mitutoyo,
CD-6”CSX). Total mass of each individual (g) was deter-
mined with a digital scale (Ohaus, Scout Pro). For each
individual, pressure was applied to both the anterior and
posterior surfaces of the merus, resulting in the auton-
omy of the major cheliped. We immediately released
these males close to where they were collected. The
mass of the major claw was recorded (g) without the
carpus or merus attached. Removed limbs were placed
in labeled plastic bags filled with seawater and transpor-
ted on ice to the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institu-
tion’s Naos Laboratory, Panama. Five whole individuals
of each species were also collected for carapace analysis.
The averages with standard deviations for carapace
breadth, total weight, and major claw weight of each
species collected are presented in Table 1.
All samples were analyzed within 10 hours of collec-

tion. A photo was taken of each major claw with a
Pentax Optio W60 camera. Major claw length was the
distance from the base of the juncture between carpus
and manus and the tip of the pollex. The dactyl height
(in-lever length) was measured from the fulcrum to the
insertion of the closer apodeme (Figure 2: [13]. Dactyl
length (out-lever length) was split into two measure-
ments due to variation of claw morphologies across spe-
cies. The distance from the fulcrum to the dactyl tip and
to the innermost large tubercle was recorded (Figure 2).
All measurements were taken using ImageJ (http://
rsbweb.nih.gov/ij/).

(b) resistance to puncture
Within the genus Uca, intra-specific fighting between
males can escalate into high intensity combat where two
individual’s major claws interlock while each crab grips
the other [8]. In this position, tubercles on the dactyl
come into contact with the anterior manus of the op-
ponent [10]. In light of this behavior, we designed a
macro-scale puncture test to measure how the manus
of the major claw reacts to point forces. Using an
INSTRON Inspec 2200 portable bench-top materials
tester (INSTRON, Norwood, MA, USA), the anterior
surface of the manus, where claw-closing forces are de-
livered, was punctured using a conical tip that emulated
the shape of the tubercles. This produced a force/
displacement curve. The first peak of each curve was
interpreted as the force at which the cuticle of the major
claw began to fail. This caused a small, circular indenta-
tion in the cuticle, like those often seen on the claws of
crabs in the field [10, personal observation]. The tip was
advanced further and force increased until the manus
cuticle structurally failed (cracked) and force dropped.
This procedure was repeated on three locations on the
carapace (dorsal surface) of a subset of five individuals
per species.

(c) estimation of closing force
We used morphological measurements to estimate the
closing force of the major claw. Crabs have a bipinnate
closer muscle in the manus of each claw that is attached
to a chitinous disk, the closer apodeme (Figure 2; [37]).
Contraction of the closer muscle pulls on this apodeme
from both sides. The apodeme is connected to the base
of the dactyl and closer muscle contraction produces
a moment (force of the muscle*height of the dactyl,
Figure 2) and rotates the dactyl [11,37,38]. Force is then
exerted at the tip of the claw or the tubercles within the
gape of the claw. Closing force is therefore a function of
the stress produced per cross-sectional area of muscle,
the cross-sectional area of the closer muscle (MCA,
which is equal to 2* apodeme area) [37,38] and the
mechanical advantage of the lever arm (MA, which is
the ratio of the dactyl height (the “in lever,” measured
from fulcrum to the point of connection with apodeme)
to the length of the lever arm (the “out lever,” measured
from the fulcrum to the point force is applied); Figure 2;
[39-41].
Two MA values were defined when appropriate, one

using the out-lever length to the tip of the claw and the
other to the most proximal tubercle in the gape of the
claw. Apodeme area was determined by photographing
the exposed apodeme and measuring its area using
ImageJ (http://rsbweb.nih.gov/ij/).
In order to estimate the actual closing force that each

species is able to produce, force per unit of muscle
cross-sectional area was determined by measuring clos-
ing force directly in Uca minax. We attached hooks to
the Inspec 2200 portable bench-top materials tester.
Wire was wrapped around both the dactyl and pollex of
five individuals and the maximum closing force (Fmax)
was recorded for each individual. Claws were then re-
moved and the mechanical advantage (MA), the apo-
deme area (equivalent to 1/2 MCA) and average angle of
pinnation of the muscle fibers when stretched and re-
laxed (α) was determined using ImageJ. Stress gene-
rated per unit of muscle cross-sectional area (σ) was
then determined using the following equation for each
individual:

Stress generated per unit of muscle
cross−sectional area σð Þ ¼ Fmax=MA �MCA � sin 2α:

Stress generated per unit of muscle cross-sectional
area (σ) was averaged for the five individuals tested and

http://rsbweb.nih.gov/ij/
http://rsbweb.nih.gov/ij/
http://rsbweb.nih.gov/ij/
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the resulting σavg. was treated as a constant across spe-
cies. There may be differences across species in muscle
physiology or sarcomere length that may produce differ-
ences in force per cross sectional area. However, this
method allowed us to address how claw morphological
variation should affect force production. The closing
force of the major claw was then estimated for each
individual using the following equation:

Maximum Closing Force Nð Þ ¼ MA �MCA � σavg:

(d) statistical analysis
When comparing morphological characters among spe-
cies, the relative size and the phylogenetic history of each
species can drive correlations [42,43]. To correct for dif-
ferences in size, we took the ln of the mean of each mor-
phological character of each species and plotted that value
against the ln of the mean of the body mass of each spe-
cies. Residuals of the OLS regression were calculated giv-
ing values of each morphological measurement that were
corrected for mass and normalized for each species [44].
Phylogenetically independent contrasts of the species
values (mass corrected and normalized) of each morpho-
logical measurement were determined using the PDAP
package for Mesquite [45,46] and the strict consensus of 8
most-parsimonious trees of the genus from Rosenburg
[47]. A series of different branch lengths were tried in the
analysis. Setting all branch lengths equal to one minimized
the relationship between the absolute values of the stan-
dardized independent contrasts and their standard devia-
tions [43]. We therefore set all branch lengths equal to
one when calculating phylogenetically independent con-
trasts for subsequent analysis. When there is no phylo-
genetic signal in the data, non-phylogenetically corrected
statistics are more appropriate. However, univariant esti-
mates of phylogenetic signal can fail to detect it in some
situations [48]. Therefore, correlations between variables
were also explored without phylogenetic correction.
We estimated the efficiency of the major claw as a sig-

nal two ways 1) as the ratio of the length of the claw to
the mass of the claw, and 2) as the ratio of the surface
area of the claw (its visually apparent size) to the mass
of this structure. Large values of these ratios indicate a
large claw of small mass that should require relatively
little energy to wave.

Competing interests
The authors have no financial or non-financial competing interests
associated with this research or the publication of this manuscript.

Authors’ contributions
BS conceived of the study, collected data, analyzed data and wrote the
manuscript. MG was involved in experimental design, collected and analyzed
data and wrote the manuscript. SA was involved in experimental design and
collected and analyzed data. JC conceived of the study, collected data and
significantly revised the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final
manuscript.
Acknowledgements
This work was supported by the Gonzaga University office of sponsored
research, the M.J. Murdock charitable trust, HHMI and the AFOSR (grant
FA9550-10-1-0209 to BOS). Alexei Maklakov and two anonymous reviewers
provided comments on earlier versions of the manuscript. We also thank the
staff of the STRI for logistical support.

Author details
1Department of Biology, Gonzaga University, 502 E Boone Ave, Spokane WA
99258, USA. 2Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute, Apartado Postal
0843-03092, Balboa, Ancon, Republic of Panama.

Received: 5 October 2012 Accepted: 4 June 2013
Published: 15 July 2013
References
1. Darwin C: The descent of man and selection in relation to sex. London:

Murray; 1871.
2. Berglund A, Bisazza A, Pilastro A: Armaments and ornaments: an

evolutionary explanation of traits of dual utility. Biol J Linn Soc 1996,
58(4):385–399.

3. Fisher RA: The evolution of sexual preference. Eugen Rev 1915, 7:184–192.
4. Andersson M: Sexual Selection. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ Press; 1994:599.
5. Emlen D: The evolution of Animal Weapons. Annu Rev Ecol Evol Syst 2008,

39:387–413.
6. Hunt J, Breuker CJ, Sadowski JA, Moore AJ: Male-male competition, female

mate choice and their interaction: determining total sexual selection.
J Evol Biol 2008, 22:13–26.

7. Candolin U: Opposing selection on a sexually dimorphic trait through
female choice and male competition in a water boatman. Evolution 2004,
58:1861–1864.

8. Crane J: Combat, display and ritualization in fiddler crabs (ocypodidae,
genus Uca). Philos Trans R Soc Lond B Biol Sci 1966, 251:459–72.

9. Crane J: Fiddler Crabs of the World: OCYPODDAE: GENUS UCA. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press; 1975.

10. Dennenmoser S, Christy J: The design of a beautiful weapon:
compensation for opposing sexual selection on a trait with two
functions. Evolution. 67(4): 1181–1188.

11. Levinton JS, Allen BJ: The paradox of the weakening combatant: trade-off
between closing force and gripping speed in a sexually selected combat
structure. Funct Ecol 2005, 19(1):159–65.

12. Huxley JS: Problems of relative growth. New York: Lincoln Mac Veagh—The
Dial Press; 1932.

13. Levinton JS, Judge ML: The relationship of closing force to body size for
the major claw of Uca pugnax (decapoda: Ocypodidae). Funct Ecol 1993,
7(3):339–45.

14. Cummings ME, Jordão JM, Cronin TW, Oliveira RF: Visual ecology of the
fiddler crab, uca tangeri: Effects of sex, viewer and background on
conspicuousness. Anim Behav 2008, 75(1):175–88.

15. Takeda S, Murai M: Asymmetry in male fiddler crabs is related to the
basic pattern of claw-waving display. Biol Bull 1993, 184(2):203–8.

16. Backwell PRY, Christy JH, Telford SR, Jennions MD, Passmore J:
Dishonest signalling in a fiddler crab. Proc R Soc Lond B Biol Sci 2000,
267(1444):719–24.

17. Crane J: Basic patterns of display in fiddler crabs (ocypodidae, genus
Uca). Zoologica 1957, 42:69–82.

18. Pope DS: Waving in a crowd: fiddler crabs signal in networks. In Animal
Communication Networks. Edited by McGregor PK. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press; 2005.

19. How MJ, Zeil J, Hemmi JM: Variability of a dynamic visual signal: the
fiddler crab claw-waving display. J Comp Physiol A Neuroethol Sens Neural
Behav Physiol 2009, 195(1):55–67.

20. Reaney LT, Backwell PRY: Temporal constraints and female preference for
burrow width in the fiddler crab, Uca mjoebergi. Behav Ecol Sociobiol 2007,
61:1515–1521.

21. Milner RNC, Detto T, Jennions MD, Backwell PRY: Experimental evidence
for a seasonal shift in the strength of a female mating preference.
Behavioural Ecology 2010, 21:311–316.

22. Jaroensutasinee M, Jaroensutasinee K: Male body size influences
female choice and male-male competition in the fiddler crab,



Swanson et al. BMC Evolutionary Biology 2013, 13:137 Page 11 of 11
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2148/13/137
Uca paradussumieri Bott, 1973 (Decapoda, Brachyura, Ocypodidae).
Crustaceana 2003, 76:177–186.

23. Murai M, Backwell PRY: A conspicuous courtship signal in a fiddler crab
Uca perplexa: female choice based on display structure. Behav Ecol
Sociobiol 2006, 60:736–741.

24. Murai M, Backwell PRY, Jennions MD: The cost of reliable signaling:
experimental evidence for a predictable variation among males in a
cost-benefit trade-off between sexually selected traits. Evolution 2009,
63(9):2363–2371.

25. Callander C, Jennions MD, Backwell PRY: The effect of claw size and wave
rate on female choice in a fiddler crab. J Ethol 2012, 30:151–155.

26. Christy JH: Female choice and the breeding behavior of the fiddler crab
Uca beebei. J Crust Biol 1987, 7(4):624–35.

27. Christy JH: Burrow structure and use in the sand fiddler crab,
Uca pugilator (Bosc). Anim Behav 1982, 30:487–494.

28. de Rivera CE: Long searches for male-defended breeding burrows allow
female fiddler crabs, Uca crenulata, to release larvae on time. Anim Behav
2005, 70:289–297.

29. Christy JH: Female choice in the resource-defense mating system of the
sand fiddler crab, uca pugilator. Behav Ecol Sociobiol 1983, 12(2):169–80.

30. Hyatt GW, Salmon M: Combat in the fiddler crabs Uca pugilator and U.
pugnax: a quantitative analysis. Behaviour 1978, 65(3/4):182–211.

31. Jennions MD, Backwell PRY: Residency and size affect fight duration
and outcome in the fiddler crab Uca annulipes. Biol J Linn Soc 1996,
57(4):293–306.

32. Gould SJ: Positive allometry of antlers in the Irish elk, Megaloceros
giganteus. Nature 1973, 244:375–376.

33. Bonduriansky R: Sexual selection and allometry: a critical reappraisal of
the evidence and ideas. Evolution 2007, 61:838–849.

34. Murai M, Backwell PRY, Jennions MD: Experimental evidence for
predictable variation among males in a cost-benefit trade-off between
sexually selected traits. Evolution 2009, 63:2363–2371.

35. Morrell LJ, Backwell PRY, Metcalfe NB: Fighting in fiddler crabs Uca
mjoebergi: what determines duration? Anim Behav 2005, 70:653–662.

36. Matsumasa M, Murai M: Changes in blood glucose and lactate levels of
male fiddler crabs: effects of aggression and claw waving. Anim Behav
2005, 69:569–577.

37. Warner GF, Jones AR: Leverage and muscle type in crab chelae
(crustacea: Brachyura). J Zool 1976, 180:57–68.

38. Schenk SC, Wainwright PC: Dimorphism and the functional basis of claw
strength in six brachyuran crabs. J Zool 2001, 255(01):105.

39. Vermeij GJ: Patterns in crab claw size: The geography of crushing. Syst
Zool 1977, 26(2):138–51.

40. Elner RW: The mechanics of predation by the shore crab, carcinus
maenas (L.), on the edible mussel. Mytilus edulis (L.) Oecologia 1978,
36(3):333–44.

41. Elner RW, Campbell A: Force, function and mechanical advantage in the
chelae of the american lobster homarus americanus (decapoda:
Crustacea). J Zool, Lond 1981:193–269.

42. Kermack KA, Haldane JBS: Organic correlation and allometry. Biometrika
1950, 37:30–41.

43. Garland T Jr, Harvey PH, Ives AR: Procedures for the analysis of
comparative data using phylogenetically independent contrasts. Syst Biol
1992, 41:18–32.

44. Riggs DS, Guarnieri JA, Addelman S: Fitting straight lines when both
variables are subject to error. Life Sci 1978, 22:1305–1360.

45. Maddison WP, Maddison DR: Mesquite: a modular system for evolutionary
analysis; 2009. Version 2.72, 2009. [http://mesquiteproject.org].

46. Midford PE, Garland T Jr, Maddison W: PDAP:PDTREE package for Mesquite;
2008. Version 1.12. 2008. [http://mesquiteproject.org/pdap_mesquite/].

47. Rosenberg MS: The systematics and taxonomy of fiddler crabs: a
phylogeny of the genus Uca. J Crust Biol 2001, 21(3):839–69.

48. Revell LJ: Phylogenetic signal and linear regression on species data.
Methods in Ecology and Evolution 2010, 1:319–329.

doi:10.1186/1471-2148-13-137
Cite this article as: Swanson et al.: Evolutionary variation in the
mechanics of fiddler crab claws. BMC Evolutionary Biology 2013 13:137.
Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 

• Convenient online submission

• Thorough peer review

• No space constraints or color figure charges

• Immediate publication on acceptance

• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar

• Research which is freely available for redistribution

Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

http://mesquiteproject.org
http://mesquiteproject.org/pdap_mesquite/

	Abstract
	Background
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Results
	Discussion
	Mechanical variation
	Allometry
	Claw force and cuticle strength
	A possible tradeoff between signaling and force

	Conclusion
	Methods
	(A) sample collection and morphological measurements
	(b) resistance to puncture
	(c) estimation of closing force
	(d) statistical analysis

	Competing interests
	Authors’ contributions
	Acknowledgements
	Author details
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.440 793.440]
>> setpagedevice


