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Book Review

‘The Selfish Gene’ by Richard Dawkins

What is it about?

‘The Selfish Gene’ is a controversial, scientific book based strongly around biology about the theory of evolution and how humans have become the dominant species on Earth.  Instead of being presented in textbook fashion, ‘The Selfish Gene’ has been written in such a way that anybody with an interest in understanding more about why and how the world is how it is can interpret.  Dawkins has been described by critics as being ‘witty’, ‘articulate’ and ‘learned’, and the book has been an outstanding bestseller.  

In his book Dawkins puts forward the idea that genes are the main ‘drivers’ and factors around which evolution occurs, and that an organism must pass on its genes over time and therefore evolve to be effective.  Many critics have questioned why these genes are described as ‘selfish’ by Dawkins.  It has been suggested that the effects of the genes mutating and changing over time can be described as if they have a particular motive for doing so.  Dawkins also suggests that whilst we are very much influenced by our genes, we are not controlled by them.  Dawkins points out that the idea of ‘genetic determinism’ can be proved wrong, and that human behaviour is not solely influenced on genes.  

Why did I enjoy the book?


I enjoyed reading this book because Dawkins is effectively challenging the basic ideas of human existence.  The language used by Dawkins is easy to understand and he puts his ideas across in an interesting and persuasive manner.  He does not use complicated vocabulary, but rather a style of writing that anyone, whether they are knowledgeable of this study or not, can understand and learn from.  The book also allowed me to relate to my own self; Dawkins explains how we have come to be what we are.  He also explained how emotion gets in the way of genetic progress because they are inefficient, which interested me.  


Something that I did not like about the book was its length; in the short time I had to read it I found it quite a challenge, as it is no short read.  However, I will continue to read Dawkins’ book to further my understanding.

Who else might enjoy this book?


I think that critics are right to say that anyone can understand this book.  Anybody with an interest in biology, genetics, philosophy or even just a curiosity into the way we live would enjoy it.  I would particularly recommend it to other AS and A2 level students, especially those taking biology, because it provides you with a ‘wholesome’ and intellectual read without being too ‘textbook’.     

