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Abstract:

Cultural evolutionary theory (CET) leaves ‘power’, understood as a social asymmetry
unexplained. We offer a conceptual integration of this crucial phenomenon into CET, which
is mostly focused on ’prestige’ or prestige bias in this context. Another important facet of
power asymmetries is coercion, force, or dominance. This form of power reverses the logic
behind the concept of fithess: dominant individuals, unlike prestigious ones, are not
imitated more frequently. We will identify cultural prestige and coercion as different forms
of selective strategies and stress the common distinction between r- and K selection. If
coercion is identified as a cultural K strategy, it becomes more understandable why it is
seldom reproduced and is of tremendous influence, nevertheless. We will embed aspects
of social structuralism and suggest that the reproduction of structural coercion can be seen
as cultural niche construction, where agents find themselves in (and actively build) social
asymmetries based on mutual interactions. Such an asymmetry, or cultural niche, might
persist even after dominant agents leave the network and are replaced by others.
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