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Abstract: Does “the fittest” in the “survival of the fittest” refer to the individual or the trait? This paper
argues that there is no single answer to this question; rather, it depends on the theoretical framework adopted.
Research on natural selection spans ecology and population genetics, the framework of which are distinct in both
epistemic interests and methodological approaches. In the ecological framework, which focuses on revealing
causal mechanisms, the core concept is ecological fitness, and thus “the fittest” refers to the individual. Conversely,
in the framework of population genetics, which emphasizes analyzing and predicting population dynamics, the
core concept is trait fitness, and thus “the fittest” refers to the trait. Only when situated within the complementary
perspectives of this dual framework can the full import of the concept of “the fittest” be adequately elucidated.
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