
PSYCHOLOGY & HUMAN NATURE

The Selfish Gene
by Richard Dawkins

Evolution from the gene's point of view: your body is a machine your

genes built to copy themselves.

BEST POINTS FROM THE BOOK

Genes are the near-immortal replicators; bodies are the temporary machines
they build to carry themselves forward.

You will die, but copies of your genes can persist for millions of years. Dawkins' flip: the animal is

the gene's survival machine, not the other way round.

01

A 'selfish' gene is not a wicked one. It is simply a gene whose copies survive -
and selfish genes often build generous animals.

In this book, selfish and altruistic describe effects on a gene's copies, not motives. That is also why

'for the good of the species' fails: a selfish cheat inside an altruistic group outbreeds the saints.

02

Kindness to kin runs on arithmetic: you share half your genes with a sibling,
an eighth with a cousin.

Hamilton's rule: a sacrifice pays the gene if it saves more than two siblings or more than eight

cousins. It even explains sterile worker bees - sisters in a hive share three-quarters of their genes,

more than a mother shares with her own offspring.

03

Nature settles fights with stable strategies, not all-out war.

An evolutionarily stable strategy (ESS) is a pattern no rare mutant can invade: all-Hawk populations

destroy themselves, so restraint, retaliation only when attacked, and conventions like 'the resident

wins' take over.

04

Parents and children are allies with a built-in conflict.

A child is 100% related to itself but only 50% to its siblings, so evolution tunes children to demand

more than parents are tuned to give. Weaning fights and exaggerated begging are that tug-of-war

showing.

05

The sexes are locked in a battle too, because eggs are expensive and sperm
are cheap.

The side that invests less can walk away, so the investing side evolves defenses - demanding

courtship first, or picking mates whose costly displays (Zahavi's handicap principle) honesty-proof

their quality.
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THE BOOK, IN SHORT

The big idea is a change of viewpoint: watch evolution from the gene's point of view. Life began with

replicators - molecules that made copies of themselves - and the copies that lasted longest, spread

fastest, and copied most faithfully won. Their modern descendants are genes, and every living body,

from bacterium to human, is a survival machine those genes built to protect and transport them.

From that seat, the book's title stops sounding like an insult. 'Selfish' is bookkeeping, not character:

a selfish gene is one whose copies increase, whether or not the animal it rides in behaves selfishly.

This lets Dawkins explain real kindness without magic. Relatives carry copies of the same genes, so

helping kin can spread 'your' genes (Hamilton's arithmetic), and even strangers can cooperate when

dealings repeat and cheats are remembered and cut off.

The middle chapters run the gene's-eye view through nature's conflicts. Behaviors settle into

evolutionarily stable strategies mixes that no mutant can invade, which is why animals threaten and

posture more than they fight to the death. Parents and offspring, sharing only half their genes, are

Help can evolve between total strangers - if they will meet again and cheats
get remembered.

Reciprocal altruism: vampire bats that found blood regurgitate some for roostmates that failed, and

freeze out those that never repay. Cooperation needs repeated dealings, recognition, and a memory

for grudges.

07

Tit for tat: the winning recipe for cooperation is nice, forgiving, and quick to
retaliate.

In Robert Axelrod's computer tournaments, the simplest strategy - cooperate first, then copy the

other side's last move - beat every cleverer rival. Dawkins' chapter title says it: nice guys finish first.

08

A gene's reach does not stop at the skin.

The 'extended phenotype': beaver genes build dams, and some parasite genes steer their hosts'

behavior for the parasite's benefit. A gene's effects can ripple into other bodies and the landscape

itself.

09

Ideas are replicators too. Dawkins named them memes.

Tunes, catchphrases, fashions, and beliefs leap from brain to brain by imitation, competing on

longevity, fecundity, and copying-fidelity - and a meme can spread even if it does its hosts no good.

10

Born selfish does not mean doomed to it: we can rebel against our
replicators.

Dawkins' own closing argument: 'Let us try to teach generosity and altruism, because we are born

selfish' - and 'we, alone on earth, can rebel against the tyranny of the selfish replicators.'

Understanding the program is not the same as obeying it.

11
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tuned to fight over how much care is enough, and males and females, investing unequally from the

first cell, evolve opposed strategies in the battle of the sexes.

The book then opens two new frontiers. Human culture has its own replicator - the meme, an idea

that copies itself from brain to brain by imitation and evolves by the same rules. And in a chapter

added to the 1989 edition, a gene's effects are shown to reach beyond its own body - into dams,

nests, and even the behavior of other species - the 'extended phenotype' previewed from Dawkins'

next book.

The ending is the part most summaries skip: Dawkins insists the book is a description, not a

sermon. Humans are born with gene-built urges, but we alone can see the machinery, foresee

consequences, and deliberately teach generosity instead. 'We, alone on earth, can rebel against the

tyranny of the selfish replicators.'

DO THIS WEEK

This week, run the gene's-eye test twice. First, catch one urge - favoritism toward your own, a status

jab, an itch to pass on a juicy rumor - and ask whose replication it serves: your genes' old program, a

meme looking for a new host, or your actual goals? Second, deliberately 'rebel' once: do one

generous thing your instincts did not vote for, and note how it feels. That noticing is the book's whole

point.

By Richard Dawkins, first published 1976; the 1989 second edition added two chapters (on

Tit for Tat and the extended phenotype), and anniversary editions have kept it in print ever

since. Read it if you want the clearest single explanation of how evolution really works - and

why kindness survives in a selfish-gene world.
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