
Upward Bound Science 2010. 
Synthesis 1. 
 
This assignment is designed to help you begin synthesizing your knowledge of molecular 
biology and evolution with your studies of culture. As a creative student, it is your job to 
learn the basic principles of how and why things happen and then use those tools to 
creatively solve complex problems. You will have to be creative to complete this 
assignment and apply the tools you have learned about molecular biology, evolution and 
game theory to solve questions about your experiences. Please write short answers to the 
questions and come to class prepared to seminar on your work. 
 

• Dawkins says that the driving force behind life is the need to perpetuate genetic 
material by passing it onto survivable offspring. 

 
• Dawkins says that this need makes you what he calls selfish – that you are only 

interested in perpetuating your own genes and not the genes of other individuals. 
 
This sort of selfishness causes animals to behave in predictable patterns around other 
individuals or in a community. 
 
 Competition 
 
Take this quote from Dawkins for example: 

“[Animals] of the same species tend to impinge on each other’s lives more 
directly. This is for many reasons. One is that half the population of one’s own species 
may be potential mates, and potentially hard-working and exploitable parents to one’s 
own children. Another reason is that members of the same species, being very similar to 
each other, being machines for preserving [their own] genes in the same kind of place 
with the same kind of [culture], are particularly direct competitors for all the resources 
necessary for life. To a blackbird, a mole my be a competitor, but [a mole] is not nearly 
so important a competitor as another blackbird. Moles and blackbirds may compete for 
worms, but blackbirds and blackbirds compete for worms and everything else.” 
(Dawkins, 67) 
 
Think back upon the last two months and find an example of a time when you’ve 
competed with another person. This exercise is about social competition and not sports.  

• Identify the resource you were competing for.  
• Measure your reward if you had been the victor of the competition. How 

important would the result have been? 
• How much energy did you spend on the competition? Were you in emotional or 

physical distress? What resources did you expend? 
• When you think of Dawkins example above, can you creatively find links 

between what the excerpt said and how your competition might have been over 
limited resources? What were they and what would have been the benefit to you if 
you won the resources? 

 



Altruism 
 
Altruism is selfless concern for the welfare of others. It is a traditional virtue in many cultures, and a core 
aspect of various religious traditions such as Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Jainism, Buddhism, 
Confucianism, Sikhism, and many others. Altruism is the opposite of selfishness. 
 
Again consider this passage from Dawkins: 

“An arbitrary label like a green beard is just one way a gene might ‘recognize’ 
copies of itself in other individuals. Are there any other ways? A particularly direct 
possible way is the following. The possessor of an altruistic gene might be recognized 
simply by the fact that he does altruistic acts. A gene could prosper in the gene pool if it 
‘said’ the equivalent of: ‘Body, A is drowning as a result of trying to save someone else 
from drowning, jump in and save A’. The reason such a gene could do well is that there is 
a greater than average chance that A contains the life-saving altruistic gene.” (Dawkins, 
89) 
 
Think back over your entire life and find several examples when someone outside your 
immediate family has shown you altruism.  

• What resources did they give up? 
• What did you do with the resources you were given? 

Now think back over the last two months and find several examples of how you were 
altruistic to someone other than your immediate family. 

• How important to you were the resources you gave up? 
• Did you feel that the other person was grateful for your attention? 

Now, think about all of the people you hang out with. In your opinion are your friends 
more or less altruistic than you or do you think that you and your friends are similarly 
altruistic? How does this compare with what Dawkins says in the above passage? 
 
 
 
 
In seminar we will creatively explore possible ways your competitive and altruistic 
behaviors might have been directly linked to your Selfish Gene. The goal here is to get 
you to start breaking through and connecting the discreet disciplines you are learning to 
answer the question how do our genes create and modify our culture? 
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