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A scientist among creatives
I have taught courses in: 
★ Ecology 
★ Evolution 
★ The Evolution of Cooperation 
★ The Evolution of Sex 
★ The Evolution of Play 
★ The Evolution of Music 
★ Behavioral Ecology 
★ Human Evolution
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I’m a breeder!
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Leaving aside the question of 
conscious belief or personal opinion 
about one’s goals or intentions, there 
is every reason to accept that humans, 
like other organisms, are so evolved 
that their “interests” are reproductive.
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- Richard D. Alexander, Zygon 1985 
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Human population growth
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Ecological Peril
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“planetary boundaries” 
of the Stockholm 
Resilience Center
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The moral implications of procreation
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Source: http://caitfutureteacher.blogspot.com
/2012/04/political-cartoon-analysis-w

orksheet.htm
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Figure 1 of Richard D. Alexander’s 1985 Zygon paper

Are we genetically 
programmed to do 
something that’s 
destroying the 
ecosystems upon 
which our species 
depends? 

Can we be held 
morally 
responsible for 
what is a 
biologically-
evolved instinct?
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Dual Inheritance Theory
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diagram
 after Berry & G

eorgas 2009 

Individual as a 
repository for 

inherited 
information

Vertical 
Transmission 
from parents

genes

culture

Oblique 
Transmission 

adults & institutions 
within one’s own 

culture

Horizontal 
Transmission 
peers within one’s 

own culture

Oblique 
Transmission 

adults & institutions 
outside one’s own 

culture

Horizontal 
Transmission 

peers outside one’s 
own culture
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Three evolutionarily significant 
human (re)productive behaviors

★ Breeding 
★ Propagating 
★ Creating

B

P

C
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“breeding” is about passing on genes
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Propagating
What is culture? Where is culture?

cultural ideasbehavior

behavior

behavior is the phenotype 
affected by cultural ideas
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Language allows for the 
transfer of cultural ideas without 

direct imitation
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Creating

Im
ag

e 
So

ur
ce

: W
ik

im
ed

ia
 C

om
m

on
s

“Creative” behaviors 
contribute new cultural ideas

http://www.christopherxjjensen.com


www.christopherxjjensen.com

CHRISTOPHER X J. JENSEN

Associate Professor, Pratt Institute

MORAL SENSE 2017 15

A behavioral trade-off
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Limited 
resources

How to spend limited resources? 
(time, materials, social connections)
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Environment Interacts with Genes
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(Low et al. 2008)
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Environment Interacts with Genes
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(U
ggla & M

ace 2016)

= fully adjusted for 
socioeconomic 
differences

= partially 
adjusted for 
socioeconomic 
differences

Effect of “local ecology” on birth rates in Northern Ireland
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Culture Competes with Genes
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“Eighty-three countries had below-replacement 
fertility during 2010-2015, and in 25 of those 

countries, fertility was below 1.5 children per woman.” 
- U.N. World Population Prospects Report 

Source: UN
 W

orld Population Prospects 2015
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Culture Competes with Genes
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Educational attainment is a 
strong predictor of both later 
reproduction and lower overall 
reproductive output… 

Why?
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The IPAT equation
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I = P × A × T
Impact 
Total impact of 
humans on 
natural systems

a product of 
biological evolution a product of cultural evolution

Population 
Number of 
humans on the 
earth

Affluence 
Average per 
capita resource 
consumption

Technology 
Average impact 
of human 
technologies

with 

strong cultural 

influence!

http://www.christopherxjjensen.com


www.christopherxjjensen.com

CHRISTOPHER X J. JENSEN

Associate Professor, Pratt Institute

MORAL SENSE 2017

Moral questions about the sustainability of procreation
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How many children are we bringing into this world?
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How much will future generations consume?

Moral questions about the sustainability of procreation
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What technologies will deliver resources to future generations?

Moral questions about the sustainability of procreation
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What kind of culture is the current generation creating?

Moral questions about the sustainability of procreation
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Potential for Consilience?
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Propagating existing ideas

Creating new ideas

Making babies

Human 
procreative 
decisions influences

Culture
influences

Genes
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Thank you! 
I look forward to the panel 
discussion with all of you!

www.cxjj.us
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