
Recitation 20100713 
 
Review of Dawkins supposition that all animal life, on a biological level, is driven by the 
animalistic need to produce survivable offspring.  
 
This exercise is meant to help students begin to synthesize the links between molecular 
biology and genetics and game theory, evolution and culture. How do these two 
disciplines collide to form a union of understanding?  
 
We have: Molecular biology and genetics. 
 
    And 
 
    Evolution, game theory and culture. 
 
How do these two concepts link up to make sense of culture on a biological level? 
 
Last Friday Greg assigned homework that asked for creative discovery of two aspects 
linking these two items via evaluation of two seemingly disparate concepts: Competition 
and Altruism. The class opened with a discussion of the student’s concepts of how 
competition has impacted their life.  
 
It was elucidated that Dawkin’s sole premise was that, on a biological level, animals as 
individuals either compete with one another for mating rights, territory and resources in 
an endeavor to ensure the survival of their offspring (Dakwins’ major premise). We 
discussed some real-world competitions that the class had identified as their own. Typical 
competitiveness was shown to be intellectual prowess, professional prowess, social 
prowess, etc. For example, we rationalized what benefit acquiring intellectual prowess 
might gain for the individual, that is to say what good does being best-in-class do for you 
and why are we driven to do it? 
 
We discussed the benefit of each nested gain: 
 

1) Intellectual prowess 
a. Gets you a better degree 

i. Gets you a better job 
1. Gets you better income 

a. Makes you more attractive 
i. Increases pool of potential mates 

1. Optimizes mate selection 
(exploitability) 

a. Provide better food 
i. Healthier family 

ii. More survivable 
offspring. 



This simplified model (without all the interconnected positive feed-back loops) helps to 
identify that competition between individuals with an instinct to provide the optimum 
environment within which to rear survivable children relates directly to Dawkins’ sole 
hypothesis. In a nutshell, We compete for resources (money, attractiveness, safe 
environment) exactly the same way two males might compete for mating rights and 
territory in the over animal world. 
 
Altruism was discussed as the identification of a common trait (gene) in a person to 
whom the observer is not related. The recognition of that common trait inspires the 
observer to become selfless in an attempt to facilitate the replication of the recognized 
gene. Remember, you have just as much chance sharing a gene with the person on your 
left as you do on your right. If an instinctual gene is recognized, it pays you to give some 
resources to help insure that the gene is replicated. 
 
This is the individualistic view of genes in the presence of one or two other animals also 
wanting to perpetuate their genes and does not yet relate to how large groups work 
together. 
 
 
  
 
 


