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Introduction


One sunny morning back in 1963, a young Sydney journalist picked up a pen, closed the door of his study, and sat himself down at his desk.


Like many a writer before him, Donald Horne had promised his publisher a masterpiece. A manuscript that might sway the fate of nations. A book that could help change the world. With its penetrating insights and crisp, biting prose, Anatomy of Australia was not just going to take on Australia’s ruling elite. It was going to take them right down.


Before that, though, I’m betting that Donald discovered a need to clean up his desk, and then find a few extra pens. That creak in the door may have also needed addressing, right away, which would have required a quick trip to the store. And since he was down there already, it would have just made good sense to pick up some milk, post a letter, get petrol and attend to one or two minor chores. Procrastination is often associated with laziness, but it is actually a lot of hard work. I suspect that by the end of that first week, every square inch of Donald’s house would have been swept free of dust and every one of his socks would have been folded in pairs.


But by the end of the year, Donald didn’t just have an alphabetised bookshelf and a complicated new system for ironing his shirts. Unlike many writers before him, he had actually written himself a nice, shiny book.


And what a book! A searing indictment of Menzies Australia; a scathing critique of our smug, shallow culture. If any of its readers had ever wondered if they might have any faults, then Donald was here to put all doubts to rest. He was here to hold up a mirror to Australian society. And he didn’t expect people to like what they saw.


Essentially a series of essays, Donald’s basic thesis was that Australia was like a spoilt, lazy child. A child who has had the good luck to inherit a fortune from Mother England in the form of peace, wealth, art, democracy and the rule of law, but who has taken this inheritance for granted and never done much for themselves. A child who has never had to work. A child who has never had to fight. A child who has never had to think, learn or grow.


The result (in the early 60s, at least) was a ‘nation without a mind’: a nation of ‘mediocre’ ‘philistines’ who ‘show less enterprise than almost any other prosperous industrial society’. Or, to quote the famous late-addition line that gave Anatomy of Australia its last-minute name change: ‘a lucky country run mainly by second-rate people who share its luck … and live on other people’s ideas’.


‘A bucket of cold salt water emptied onto the belly of a dreaming sunbather,’ The Lucky Country was surprisingly well-received by the public. (Much like that time I won an argument with my partner. Though she did change her mind back again the next day.) Nothing less than a commercial sensation, it sold out completely in under a fortnight and remained a bestseller for more than four years. A ‘classic of pop-sociology’, it is still remembered and quoted today.


Might this not rather suggest that Donald was wrong? That he was actually living in a nation of self-critical intellectuals? A nation dedicated to self-analysis and growth?


No. It suggests that he had a good title. The thing about classic books, as we all know, is that most people don’t really read them. But a good title can really catch on. Think ‘Jekyll and Hyde’, ‘time machine’, ‘catch 22’, ‘Sophie’s choice’. All well-known phrases that are used all the time … by people who have not read the books. Which is perfectly acceptable, provided you remember one thing: you can’t judge a book by its cover. Mice don’t turn up in Of Mice and Men and that whole ‘catcher in the rye’ thing is some kind of metaphor. Actual rye grass is not involved in any way, just as there are no actual mockingbirds in To Kill a Mockingbird or fruit in A Clockwork Orange.


By the same logic, there was nothing in Horne’s title that was supposed to be positive. It was supposed to be darkly ironic. It was intended as a term of reproach.


Instead, here we are. In a land we all call ‘the lucky country’. A phrase that, somewhere along the line, we apparently just decided to completely accept at face value and embrace as a cute badge of pride. ‘I have had to sit through the most appalling rubbish as successive generations misapplied this phrase,’ Donald complained decades later, about the nickname that became his chief legacy. Instead of a brutal wake-up call, his book had accidentally ended up giving Australians a brand-new reason to feel slightly smug. A brand-new way to essentially say ‘no worries’. A brand-new reason to think ‘she’ll be right’.


But here’s the thing, folks. Maybe … just maybe ... she will actually be right. Maybe our nation’s nickname isn’t rubbish at all. Maybe we really are lucky?


Why? Well, for starters, just take a look at the place. It’s beautiful. It’s warm. It’s got fresh air and clean water. And it’s far away from the world’s warzones.


Better still: it’s absolutely massive. We’re talking 7.69 million square kilometres. That’s about 5 per cent of the world’s total land area. And 5 per cent that’s home to only about 0.3 per cent of the world’s total people. England, for purpose of illustration, has about 434 citizens per square kilometre, while China has about 149. Down here in the lucky country, we have around about three. That is a lot of elbow room. That’s a lot of big houses and a lot of big yards. And a lot of big parks and a lot of big pools and a lot of big beaches and forests. Plus footy ovals. And tennis courts. And golf courses. And bike tracks. And places to bowl or play basketball. Australia is incredibly fortunate to be a nation of wide, open spaces. A nation of clean, green places where people can jog and ride and swim. Or, if they prefer, put a shrimp on the barbie.


We’ve also got plenty of places for people to build, dig and farm. Australians all let us rejoice, for we truly are the lucky country when it comes to the fruits of land. We have copper and gold and meat and wheat; we have wool, iron and coal. There’s golden soil and wealth for toil and our home is girt by sea. Our land abounds in nature’s gifts and we are young and free.


But however lucky we may be to have these resources, we are also lucky to live in a place that’s (more or less) very well run. Whatever Australia’s economic failures may have been in the 60s (and however much the mineral boom may have helped us out since), I think it’s fair to say that Donald’s spoilt child has been growing up pretty fast. It’s been thirty full years since our last real recession: thirty years of smooth, steady growth. No other OECD country has been able to achieve this. In fact, they haven’t even come close. The Australia of today is essentially far more prosperous and successful than any of the many nations that Horne felt were outdoing us.


I would also say that Australia has become a well-rounded adult, not just a well-off one. Exhibit one: our wealth is (fairly!) evenly distributed. We’re pretty egalitarian, compared to most countries. Whether or not they can afford to eat smashed avocados or pay off their mortgage within the next 100 years, the ‘average Australian’ is actually better off than the average citizen of any other country, according to data from Credit Suisse. And if you’re below average, we at least have a welfare system that’s not a complete joke (though some would say that it’s well on the way).


And Australians aren’t just very wealthy, we’re also very healthy, with the world’s fourth-highest level of life expectancy. That’s thanks to a healthcare system that’s not only free but – in world terms – absolutely first class. Our public schools are good (and probably won’t get you shot), while our universities are not only affordable, but attract students from all over the world.


I could go on and on. So I guess I may as well. For all the sensationalist headlines you sometimes see in the tabloids, Australian society is extremely harmonious. Our neighbourhoods are safe, our crime rates are low, our different communities are all pretty cohesive. You’re much more likely to see people from different ethnicities laughing and chatting and having a drink, than exchanging words or getting into a brawl.


Racism, of course, remains a real issue – but it’s hard to think of a place where it doesn’t. And it’s easy to think of places that clearly have it much worse. For all the work that’s still to be done, I think it’s safe to call Australian multiculturalism a monumental success story. At least half of us are migrants or the children of migrants but we function as one sweet whole. A single, proud and tolerant nation. United in our contempt for New Zealand.


And all that’s just for starters. We’re also lucky to have stable government; great wine and beer; excellent cafes; first-class restaurants; fresh fruit and vegies; superb meat and seafood; good theatres and bookshops; beautiful animals; the Great Barrier Reef and God knows how many beaches. Throw in rubbish-free footpaths, pot-hole-free roads and the fact that George Pell is now dead, and it’s really not any wonder that both the Economist Intelligence Unit and the UN’s Human Development Index say that we’re one of the world’s best places to live. In short, we really are the lucky country. The Australia Donald described has long since evolved but there’s a good reason why we still have the nickname. Australia has real problems, which really do need addressing, and I’m not just talking about that last album from Shannon Noll. But they’re not really problems that you’d think about in most developing countries. Or, for that matter, most countries, full stop.


Living in Australia is like winning the lottery. Or, if not a lottery, then at least a chook raffle or some office sweep. Set aside stuff like the Logies, and men who wear lycra, and we are actually all very lucky to live here, even if it doesn’t feel like that all of the time.


And quite a few of us are luckier still. As the rest of this book will establish with Economic Intelligence Unit style rigour, Australia is not just home to a world-class standard of living. It’s also home to some world-class flukes. Call them strokes of luck. Call them acts of God. Call them windfalls or twists of fate.


Personally, I call them useful material for the book that I promised my publishers an embarrassingly long time ago. Material that I’m going to start writing about right about now. Just as soon as I clean up this desk.









PART ONE


Happy Accidents


All religions have at least one thing in common, and I don’t just mean the fact that they’re wrong. I’m referring to the fact that, at bottom, they all share one belief: the belief that stuff happens for a reason. That somewhere out there is some kind of system or logic or (however loose) set of laws that helps to explain how life works. That when something bad happens, and you wonder ‘why me?’, somewhere out there, there will be some kind of answer. Because [insert name of deity] has some kind of plan.


Some call this plan divine will. Some call it destiny or fate. Some call it Tao, karma or yin and yang.


Personally, however, I call it horseshit. As a fully grown man who’s never quite managed to do maths, or assemble IKEA furniture without my mum’s help, it feels wrong to just casually dismiss so many complex belief systems – to just childishly shrug off so many generations of wisdom from so many people so much brighter than me.


But you’ve really, really got to trust me here, reader. They’re all talking out of their arse. There is no plan. There is no system. Everything is randomness, chaos and chance. Life is like a poorly designed pinball machine with wobbly legs on a spinning ball prone to earthquakes and fire. When something bad happens and you wonder ‘why me?’, there is not actually an answer out there in the universe. Unless you count ‘why the hell not?’


Here’s the thing, though. Good things can happen too. Not because of God or dravya or Tao or Zeus or some crap you just read in your horoscope. Good things just happen because of good luck.


And it turns out that they happen a lot.









Born Lucky


Ever felt like you’re not all that special?
Here’s exactly why you are wrong


‘You are lucky to be alive. Inhale and take in life’s wonders. Never take so much as a single petal of a flower for granted.’


Matt Haig, UK author and journalist


Shall we start this book on a positive note? With some glad tidings designed to bring forth good cheer?


Well, why not? There’s enough grim stuff in the world these days, what with climate change and COVID and famine and war and that little bald patch on the back of my head.


So here it is (the good news, not the bald patch): you can forget all about social convention. Presuming that you’ve hit the age of eighteen, there’s absolutely no one to stop you doing just what you want, provided it does not affect others. You can sleep through the day. You can drink half the night. You can shun social contact and only eat chips. Want to drink too much? Wear old trakky daks? Never clean the house or get up from your couch? Well, the good news is that you can feel free to do so. By all means, just go right ahead. Close your eyes and carpe that diem. Sit down and seize the day.


The bad news, however, is that you sound like you might be depressed. And if this is so, you are far from alone. Just like its cousins sadness and anxiety, depression is a serious and growing concern all throughout modern society. According to the National Study of Mental Health and Wellbeing 2020–21, over 43 per cent of adult Australians have experienced a mental disorder of some sort at some point in their lives. And I think that it’s probably safe to say that the rest have all had low moments (especially if they’ve spent time in Geelong). 


Life, all of this is to say, can sometimes feel pretty hard. We all know what it’s like to feel a little bit shit – to feel like someone else is somehow doing life ‘better’. Maybe they’re more popular? Maybe they’re more successful? Maybe they have a nice house and show no signs of balding?


Well … maybe they do. As this book will tell you, time and time again, some people really do catch some great breaks. Some people really are just born lucky.


But here’s a thought to keep in mind the next time you feel a bit down. We are all born lucky. You, me, that dickhead next door. The woman at your work with weird glasses.


Reason being: we were born in the first place. Forget about how you’re ‘going’ in life and just reflect, for a time, on the fact of it. The fact that you exist – that you can breathe, think and fart – is not an incidental little thing that you should just take for granted. It is a mind-boggling fluke. A stupendous piece of luck. A freakishly unlikely stroke of good fortune.


Don’t believe me? You sound like my kids. But perhaps you’ll believe Dr Ali Binazir. Educated at Harvard and Cambridge, and not afraid of a ridiculous number, that academic once set out to calculate the odds of any given person being born (be they you, me or weird-glasses-lady). The answer, he eventually concluded, is one in 102,685,000. Yes, that’s the number 10 to the power of 2,685,000.


Spelled out in full, that’s a very, very big number – in fact, a number far, far too big to fit in this book. A number too big, in fact, to fit in an entire library full of books. Or in every single book that has ever been printed. Ridiculous numbers like this can be hard to get our heads around, so Dr Binazir provides this analogy, which just uses huge ones. The probability of you being born, he suggests, is equivalent to the probability of rolling a trillion-sided dice two million times … and coming up with exactly the same number on every single occasion.


The bottom line, dear reader, is that you are a miracle. And in even more happy news, so am I. A walking, talking, sweating, balding miracle, who may be a bit overweight these days but is soon going to cut out carbs. There will always be times (like when we hop on some scales) when we miracles can’t help but feel bad. But the fact that we can feel anything whatsoever is absolutely extraordinary. And, as such, an extraordinary privilege.


So why is being born so wildly improbable? 


Well, for starters, just look up.


To understate things just a touch, there’s a lot of stuff to see up there. The universe is eye-poppingly vast. Even if you were to travel at light speed (that’s 300,000 kilometres per second), you wouldn’t be able to get from one end to the other in a couple of days or a couple of weeks. Or a couple of months, years or decades. You’d need about 93 billion years. (Or even more if you stop for a pee.)


During these billions of years, you’d see something like a trillion galaxies, every single one of them filled with billions of planets. 


But there’s every reason to doubt that you’d see conscious life.


No one can really know, of course, but plenty of highly decorated astronomers are pretty sure that we on Earth are alone. This planet may have its problems (e.g. people who eat Chiko Rolls) but, as astrobiologist David Waltham says, it’s also ‘a precious jewel’. You and I may well be living in an intergalactic one-off – a unique rock that’s been blessed with ‘a rare combination of qualities that happen to make it almost perfect for life’.


And even said rock only arrived pretty recently. It’s worth remembering that for the first two-thirds of the universe’s 13-billion-year history, this precious jewel didn’t even exist. It wasn’t until about 8.5 billion long years after the Big Bang ago that gas, dust and asteroids slowly began to merge into the planet we call home – and even then, it was too hot to live in. Boiling enough to fry an egg, and then melt the entire pan, Earth was your usual barren, noxious, uninhabitable wasteland. Think Venus and Mercury and Saturn and so on: radioactive rocks, poisonous gases and weird gravitational stuff that would snap you in half.


And it’s also worth remembering that Earth’s current ‘preciousness’ won’t last for long. In about six billion years, the sun will start to get a lot bigger, and a hell of a lot hotter, and eventually wipe out all life as we know it.


But in the meantime, here we are. In a uniquely habitable place at a uniquely habitable time. So, what had to happen to make all this possible?


The very, very (very) short answer is that Earth had five strokes of luck – the first being its ideal location. Right at this moment, the Earth just happens to be the perfect distance from a perfectly sized star (a star which we, of course, call the sun). Astronomers call this highly exclusive slice of real estate ‘the Goldilocks zone’: not too hot and not too cold, and ‘just right’ when it comes to gravitational stability.


Stroke of luck number two is that Earth somehow has water – and, just as remarkably, somehow managed to keep it. Why didn’t all that H2O evaporate during Earth’s first billion or so years, when the whole place was piping hot? Probably because at least a little bit was buried deep underground.


But these first two strokes of luck may not be all that uncommon. Mars, for example, may have once had liquid water before it all turned to steam, and astronomers have identified quite a few faraway planets that also seem to be in a Goldilocks zone. Kepler-1649c and Gliese 3293d could both be chock-full of aliens.


The point, though, is that’s absolutely no reason why they should be. Yes, ‘Earth-like’ conditions are needed to sustain life, whatever form it might come in. But they do not in any way serve to create it. How life actually began remains a major mystery. Today’s biologists have invented all sorts of stuff, from cancer-fighting immune cells to Dolly the sheep, but they could not even begin to create cells from scratch. The starting point of a new cell is always some other cell. Everything we can do in the field of biology requires the prior existence of biology itself.


Which brings us to stroke of luck number three: the fact that planet Earth somehow knew what to do once things had cooled down a touch. About 3.7 billion years ago, on some random day in some random pond, something truly miraculous seems to have occurred. Out of literally nowhere – and I mean ‘literally’ very literally – some kind of single-celled organism appeared out of the blue. A single-celled organism that somehow found a way to reproduce itself and ever-so-slowly evolve.


But when I say ‘ever-so-slowly,’ I really do mean it. For the next three billion years or so, bacteria and algae and other such microbes were about as sophisticated as life on Earth got. If our planet’s history was compressed into twenty-four hours – i.e. if Earth came into being at the first stroke of midnight – you would have needed a waterproof microscope to see any sign of life before about 10pm. (And chances are that, if there is indeed life on another planet, this is the sort of thing it would be. Forget little green men with spaceships and lasers. If aliens actually live on Kepler-1649c, they are probably some kind of green fungus.)


So what exactly happened at 10pm? How did Earth make that journey from miniscule pond scum to multi-celled organisms – to a planet filled with plants, animals and people (along with lower life forms like Peter Dutton)? The answer lies with stroke of luck number four: the fact that, somewhere or other, some group of enterprising microbes somehow started to develop ‘a miraculous skill’. This was photosynthesis. The ability to suck up water and sunlight and somehow turn it all into oxygen.


But all that lovely oxygen would have just gone to waste were it not for the biggest miracle of all – AKA stroke of luck number five. I’m talking about the random day in some random pond when two random cells suddenly decided to merge. We don’t know why. We don’t know how. But we do know that these two single-cell organisms instantly became a two-celled organism. A two-celled organism with a ‘eukaryotic’ structure, which allowed it to keep on merging elsewhere. Every animal and plant today shares that eukaryotic cell structure. Every plant and animal today is that two-celled organism’s direct descendant.


Biologists call this merger the ‘Fateful Encounter’ and are ‘very confident that it only happened once’. As New Scientist explains, ‘if simple cells had slowly evolved into more complex ones over billions of years, all kinds of intermediate cells would have existed, and some still should. But there are none.’ In other words, if mergers between single-cell organisms were reasonably common, the Earth would be full of organisms with only two cells (and probably lots with just a small handful).


But it isn’t. On Earth, living things either have just one single cell (like, say, meningococcus) or what you might call a shitload. Even a tiny little fly has about five million of the things, while your average ant has around twenty million.


This rather suggests that ‘simple cells just don’t have the right cellular architecture to evolve into more complex forms’. Which in turn suggest that there was nothing ‘natural’ or inevitable about the Fateful Encounter. It was a ‘freak accident’. A ‘shockingly rare anomaly’. A chance event that has occurred only once and is thus unlikely to occur ever again. The existence of complex life is a miracle, in other words. An event so unlikely as to be almost impossible.


But the true miracle, of course, is the existence of complex you. The complex organism that is currently reading this book, and thinking that, in some way, they are a little bit crap.


Please vanquish that thought. Please kill it with fire. Please flush it down the toilet and then press flush again.


Because you, my friend, are an absolute freaking miracle. And I’m not saying that because you still like to read books.


I’m saying it because of all your unborn siblings – because all of those hundreds of millions of speedy spermatozoa that you somehow managed to beat in that race to the egg. You were the winner, so congratulations to you, and please enjoy the reward that is life. 


But even that lucky break is only half of the story. To get the exact DNA sequence that has made you you, and not some opera-loving bus driver, acne-riddled baker or beady-eyed accountant who likes to play Lego, that little sperm of your dad’s didn’t just have to come first (so to speak). It had to come first in just the right race. A race with just the right egg at the finish line. 


Mathematically speaking, this is no mean feat, given the average future mum tends to have about 300,000 eggs. The average male, for his part, will produce something like 525 billion sperm over the course of his life (or even more if he has access to the internet).


So the chances of the particular sperm that provided half your DNA getting together with the particular egg that provided the other half were not just small. They were impossibly, vanishingly, laughably small, even if your parents had had sex twenty-five times a day, for twenty-five


 years, in between courses of IVF.


Sorry. Yucky image. I’m sure that they didn’t do that. In fact, when you stop and think about it for a moment, it’s actually pretty extraordinary that they had sex at all.


For all that your mum and dad may seem like regular people there’s a very real sense in which they are total one-offs. Just like you and me and Van Gogh and Napoleon, they are each made up of 37 trillion or so entirely unique little cells. Each one containing a DNA code that is unlike anything anywhere in the world.


For you to exist, these two one-offs in the history of the universe did not just need to have sex in precisely the right way, and on precisely the right day, and let Dame Luck do all the rest. They both had to be alive at the same point in history. They both had to somehow cross paths. They both had to be healthy, horny and at least vaguely attractive, and then choose to shag at least once. Or, more likely, to form a relationship for as long as it took to shag that one single time when your sperm and egg merged.


Now, I don’t know about you, but in my case meeting people doesn’t always lead to my shagging them – even back in the days when I had a full head of hair. And according to less-than-scientific studies of the sort that are endlessly cited online, in this I am very far from alone. Apparently, the average person tends to meet about 80,000 people in the course of their life – i.e. about 0.001 per cent of the planet. Of those, each person rarely sleeps with more than about twenty-four others – that’s a strike rate of 0.00000003 per cent. So be sure to thank your mum and dad the next time you see them, for being so kind as to get down to business (or, if you prefer, have a bone, bang or bonk).


But, while you’re on the topic, you should probably be thanking your grandparents for being fuck buddies too. Because for your mum to be your mum, and your dad to be your dad – for these two utterly unique genetic entities to exist in the first place, and so make the utterly unique genetic entity that is you – their mums and dads needed to be their mums and dads. The precise sexual encounters that created each of your parents are just as far-fetched, improbable and frankly fantastical as the precise sexual encounter that created you. But they needed to happen first, for your birth to take place.


And the story of you certainly doesn’t stop there. Because we’re not just talking about a preposterously unlikely sexual encounter between two parents. And we’re not just talking about the four grandparents that, er, came before them. We’re talking about preposterously unlikely shags between eight great-grandparents, sixteen great-great-grandparents, thirty-two great-great-great-grandparents and sixty-four great-great-great-great-grandparents.


And even then, the story’s just getting started. Do you think 16,384 great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great grandparents sounds like a big number? Well, that only takes us back about 350 years – to a time of heaving bosoms and extra-tight tights, rakes, bucks and coy, winsome maids. If even a single one of those 16,384 ancestors had not shagged precisely the right person at precisely the right time, you, reader, would just not exist.


The story of your genetic good fortune stretches way back beyond that – back to long before the time people did their wooing in caves. In fact, it goes all the way back to that Fateful Encounter. You are just the latest in an unbroken string of statistical anomalies that could and should have been snapped any time. 


So, the next time that life starts to get you down – the next time you get fired; the next time you get dumped; the next time you don’t cut the mustard – I would suggest that you reach for a mirror. Try not to dwell on the bald spot. Just stand back and admire what you see.


What you can see is a biological aristocrat: you are the distinguished heir of an unbroken lineage that goes back literally billions of years. The final links in a long, long chain of events, each one so far-fetched as to be almost impossible.


That means you are special. That means you’re unique. That means you are a miracle.


To be born in the first place is to be born lucky. Life is a gift. So enjoy it.









Survival of the Luckiest


How an accident of geography helped humans not go extinct


‘It’s hard to detect good luck – it looks so much like something you’ve earned.’


Frank A Clark, US congressman


It was luck, more than anything, that led Charles Darwin to the round-the-world voyage that reshaped his career. Essentially a bit of an upper-class layabout who was all set to become a clergyman, this ‘rather unmotivated’ Cambridge graduate was not invited to become a ship’s naturalist because he actually sought out the job, or had shown some great skill in the field. Studying animals was a hobby at most. His preference, in fact, was to hunt them.


So how did this thoroughly unremarkable twenty-two-year-old get to go to the Galápagos? The short answer is family connections. The Beagle’s equally well-born captain had no interest in spending five long years at sea with ‘some damned collector of specimens’. If the voyage really had to bring some kind of swot aboard, then said swot would need to be a ‘suitable companion’: someone who knew how to dress for an eight-course dinner and discuss cricket over stilton and port. He ‘would not take anyone, however good a Naturalist, who was not recommended to him likewise as a gentleman’.


This was good news for Darwin, who was certainly a gentleman. And over time he became a good naturalist too. Seeing similar-but-ever-so-slightly-different species scattered across different islands didn’t just lead him to hunt them with hounds, while shouting ‘pip-pip’ and ‘Tally ho!’ It led him to wonder what drove all these differences. To wonder how and why different species evolve.


The answer, he famously decided, was ‘natural selection’. This being the idea that an animal that is well-suited to its environment will generally live a little longer than one that is not. This generally means that they’ll shag more too. Which generally means they pass on more of their genes.
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