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Science, Poetry, and Current Events, where "Current" and "Events" are broadly construed.
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Kin Selection: Nowak vs the world

So,  if you're an evolutionary biologist, or really if you follow the biology literature at all, you have
probably heard about the paper published last fall in Nature by Martin Nowak, Corina Tarnita, and
E. O. Wilson. The paper claims that all theories based on kin selection and inclusive fitness are
fundamentally flawed and unsupported by any empirical evidence.

Recently, responses to the paper were published in Nature, and the original article has been
criticized on a number of counts. The controversy sparked by the paper has been covered
journalistically by Carl Zimmer (and others, I'm sure).

I'll just say that I am not really sure what the authors of the original article were hoping to
accomplish. From my read, the article seems to reveal a rather disturbing lack of familiarity with a
huge body of scientific literature from the past few decades. Either that, or it represents a rather
disturbingly disingenuous attempt to misrepresent that huge body of scientific literature. I'm sure
that there are other possible explanations, but I'm not coming up with them off the top of my head.

I also don't know what the editors at Nature were thinking when they published this paper. Or,
rather, I have some personal theories as to what they were thinking, which I am afraid do not
reflect well on their competence, professionalism, or honesty.

In the interests of full disclosure, I should say that I tend to side with the critics of the paper.

Anyway, there has already been a lot written about this subject, so I won't write more. Rather, I
thought that I would dramatize the situation using a few quotes and paraphrases from the debate,
as well as my own opinions. 

I hope that this is obvious, but just in case it is not, please keep in mind that the video is presented
primarily for entertainment purposes. I have made an honest attempt to portray the spirit of the
arguments accurately. However, let's just say that it is possible that some of the nuance may have
been lost.

For another thing, I have lumped together various criticisms, which has no doubt done some
violence to the arguments that have been put forward. If you're interested in the topic, I strongly
encourage you to read the original article and the published responses. Citations and links are
provided at the end of the post.

In the meantime, enjoy:
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Like everything else on this blog, the video should be treated under creative commons. So, feel
free to share this, or to embed the video into your own blog. Just don't sell it.

Update: Now also on YouTube
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