
Chapter 10

Social Evolution

Although TheOrigin of Speciesis developedin the crudeEnglishstyle, this is the
bookwhich containsthebasisin naturalhistoryfor ourview.
— Marx, Letterto Engels

10.1 Natural and Social History

Why doesDarwinmatterto anyoneotherthanaprofessionalbiologist?Thereasonis thatDarwin

provedthatwe werenot createdin theimageof God(whichwasthepreviousbesttheory)but are

productsof naturalselection.He provedthatwe arenot miraculous,in a religioussense,but that

we aremiraculousin amuchmoreinteresting,scientific,way.

However we mustbe careful to distinguishbetweenwhat Darwin canexplain andwhat he

cannot.In generalnaturalselectioncanonly explain thosetraitsthatall membersof a population

have in common,not thedifferencesbetweenthem. The commonalitieswill bedueto selective

pressuresactingon populationsover many generations,andthe differenceswill bedueto varia-

tionsin thegeneticmake-upanddevelopmentalhistoriesof individuals.For example,Darwincan

explain why all humanshave eyesbut hecannotexplain why myeyesarebrown, which is dueto

my own particulargeneticinheritance.Darwin canexplain why all humansproducescarswhen

their skin is cutbut hecannotexplain thescaronmy chin,which wasdueto a surfingaccident.

Whenwe look at otheranimalswe find that,in general,eachspecieshasa characteristicway

of living. They formsocialgroups,find theirfoodandshelter, andraisetheiroffspringin waysthat

arecommonthroughoutthespecies;andthesepatternsof behaviour arerelatively staticover the

generations.But whenwelookatthethousandsof distinctsocietiesthathumanshavelivedin over

thelastmillion yearswe seea vastvariety. Somesocietiesareveganandothersarecannibalistic.

Someareviolent andothersarepeaceful.Somearepatriarchalandothersarematriarchal.Some

build palacesandcitieswhile othersdo not build any permanentsheltersat all. Somearerigidly

dividedintoclassesor castes,andothershavenostrictsocialhierarchies.Someforcetheirchildren

into labouror educationoutsidethehomefrom theageof six, while parentsin otherssupportand

educatetheir offspring well into adulthood. Somearedemocratic,somearedictatorships,and

somehave virtually no socialorganisationat all. Somesubsistby huntingandgatheringin small

bands,andothersareorganisedinto technologically-advancedempiresthatexploit theresourceof
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many continents.

Wheredid thesedifferencescomefrom? Are they duetotheeffectsof naturalselectionor to

socialhistory?In chapter8 I arguedthatonly changesthatareduetochangesin genefrequencies

canbeexplainedby the actionsof naturalselection,andsincehumansform a distinctbiological

species(or, atleast,asdistinct asany speciesever is), with individualsmoregeneticallysimilar

thanthey aredistinct,thenthosetraitsthataredueto naturalselectionwill tendto bethosethatare

universal.But whaton earthhas,for example,a stone-agehunter-gatherergot in commonwith a

21stCenturycomputertycoon?Well they have certainobviousbiologicalsimilarities(two arms

andlegs,cansuckletheir young,andsoon), they bothusesomeform of language,arevery good

at learningandreasoningcomparedto otheranimals,andthey areboth(presumably)conscious.

And that is aboutit. Darwin canexplain the natural history of thesehumanuniversals.All the

rest,all theinterestingfast-changedvariety,mustbeexplainedby a theoryof socialhistory.

However therearetwo caveatsthat shouldbe mentionedhere. The first is thatwe have rel-

atively little ideawhich psychologicaltraits, if any, areuniversalandinnateproductsof natural

selection. This is the questionthat EvolutionaryPsychologyis attemptingto answer. But the

problemis that to determinewhethera trait is universalandinnateit is necessaryto testa large

enoughsampleof humansubjectsraisedin a sufficiently wide rangeof socialenvironments,from

neolithic tribesto Westernindustrialisedcities. Doneproperlythis canyield fascinatinginsights

into the commoncognitive mechanismsthat underlieour ability to form a wide variety of sta-

ble socialgroups— suchasCosmidesandTooby’s investigationinto our ability to detectsocial

‘cheats’ (Barkow, Cosmides,& Tooby, 1992). But even whena psychologicaltrait is found to

beuniversalthis doesnot yet prove that it is innate. It is equallypossiblethat it is whatDennett

describesasa ‘forcedmove in designspace’:‘so far asI know, in everycultureknown to anthro-

pologists,thehuntersthrow their spearspointy-end-first,but this obviously doesn’t establishthat

thereis a pointy-end-firstgenethatapproachesfixation in our species’(1995,p486).As I argued

in section8.3, in order to prove that a trait is amenableto adaptationby naturalselectionit is

necessaryto identify thebrainmechanismsthatareresponsiblefor thosetraitsandthendiscover

whetherdevelopmentof thosemechanismsis canalisedandrobustagainstenvironmentaleffects.

Unfortunatelywehave barelybegunto scratchthesurfaceof theseprocesses.

The secondcaveat is this. Naturalselectiondoesnot usuallyhave a direct impacton social

history for thesimplereasonthat therateof reproductionof individualsis rarelycorrelatedwith

geneticfactors. The rate of reproductionof a Kenyan peasantis currently roughly twice that

of a Westernurbanprofessional,for example,but this differenceis due to socialpressuresnot

biological ‘fitness’. Nonetheless,in somecircumstances,geneticfactorscan play a significant

role in historythroughtheireffectsonratesof reproduction.Themostimportantof thesehasbeen

resistanceto infectiousdisease.For example,thelargestsinglefactorsin thedefeatof themighty

AztecandIncaempiresby theSpanishConquistadorsweresmallpox,tuberculosis,andmeasles.

The pathogensfor thesediseasesoriginally evolvedfrom infectionsof Eurasiancattle,andover

themillennianaturalselectionproducedgeneticresistancein Eurasiannatives.Amerindianswere

not exposedto thesepathogensuntil the Spanishinvasions,andso hadno chanceto build up

resistance.The resultwasfatal, both for individual Amerindiansandtheir societies.The native

populationfell by 80% within 100 years,mostly due to Eurasiandiseases,andLatin America
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becameacolony of Europeasaresult.

But apartfrom suchparticularexamples,socialchangesarerarelydrivenby changesin gene

frequencies.They arenot theresultof naturalselection,but socialforces.In this chapterI argue

thatthesesocialforcescanbeunderstoodusingananalogueof Darwin’stheoryof naturalselection

appliedto thesocialdomain.

Now on thefaceof it thereis no a priori reasonwhy a theorydevelopedto explain biological

evolutionshouldhaveanythingusefulto tell usabouttheevolutionof culture.Thetwodomainsare

differentandsosurelydifferentruleswill apply?OntheotherhandDarwin’stheoryis completely

general:aslong asa systemmeetsthatconditionsdescribedin chapters8 and9, thenadaptation

will bethenecessaryconsequence.Moreover naturalselectionis quitesimply thebesttheorywe

have ever hadat explaining thehistory of complex, highly structured,andreproducingsystems;

thereforeif any aspectof culturalchangefits a Darwinianframework thenwe mayexpectthatthe

analyticalrewardswouldbegreat.

Thecentralissuein thephilosophyof historyis therelationshipbetweenideasandthematerial

socialenvironment.Therearetwo extremepositionswe cantake. Thefirst is a pluralistattitude

usuallyattributedtoHegel,andthesecondis areductionistattitudethatisusually, thoughwrongly,

attributedto Marx1. TheHegelianpositionis ideologicaldeterminism, accordingto which ideas

are independentof the materialworld, andwhoseevolution is driven by their own internaldy-

namic.(Hegelalsoinsistedontheirsteadyprogressiontowardssomefinal goal,but youcanbean

ideologicaldeterministwithout holdingto this teleology).Thenot-Marxistpositionis economic

determinism, accordingto which ideasaredeterminedby thecurrentstateof thematerialsocial

world. (TheOrthodoxMarxists,suchasStalin,alsoinsistedthatthematerialstructuresof society

alsoundergo their own inexorableprogress,but againthis teleologyis optional). In this chapter

I defenda synthesisof thesetwo caricatures— which I believe is closerto what Marx was‘re-

ally’ gettingat — andarguethat ideasevolve throughanananalogueof artificial selectionsuch

that they becomeadaptedto a changingmaterialsocialenvironment,even thoughthey arenot

determinedby it.

In the next two sectionsI arguethat the evolution of ideascannotbeunderstoodin isolation

from thematerialsocialcontext. In section10.4IarguethatMarx’s theoryof historyprovidesa

way of understandingthiscontext that is analogousto Darwin’s theoryof naturalselection.And

in theremainderof the chapterI usethis combinationof Darwin andMarx to examineparticular

aspectsof theevolutionof culturaltraits.

10.2 Memes and Vehicles

One’stheoryof culturalevolutionwill dependonone’stheoryof biologicalevolution. For example

Dawkins arguesthat naturalselectionis the resultof thedifferentialreplicationof genes.Some

genesarebetterable to replicatein a particularphenotypicandenvironmentalcontext — they

will be fitter — andso they will spreadmorethanothers. Individualsor groupsof organisms

(vehicles)havenoprivilegedconceptualor causalrole in thispicture.They arejust thegenesway

1It mayplausiblybeattributedto theorthodoxMarxistsof theSecondInternationalsuchasKautsky andPlekhanov,
Stalin, andLenin (at leastuntil the outbreakof the first world war forcedhim to revisit Hegel). But this is another
question.
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of makinganothergene.Dawkinsalsoproposedananalogywith thesocialrealmin whichcultural

entities(memes)play the role of genes.Somememesarebetterarereproducingin a particular

socialenvironment,andsowill spreadmorethanothers.Persons,or largersocialunits,play no

privilegedcausalrole in thispicture:they arejust thememe’s wayof creatingmorememes.

In chapter9 I arguedthat the underlyingconceptualglitch with Dawkins’ picturewaswhat

Sobercalled the countingproblem: geneticreplication,in itself, doesnot constitutesuccessful

reproduction.Fatter is not fitter. The sameproblemappliesto the differential reproductionof

memes.Supposethatanartistbecomesobsessedwith aparticularideaandproducescanvassafter

canvassof thesamepaintingin his lonelygarret,or thata monkbecomesobsessedwith repeating

thesamemantrain theseclusionof his cell. The memeis beingreplicatedwith every repetition

but thisprocesswill not leadto it spreading:it will diewith theartistor monk.

Dawkinssolvedthecountingproblemby measuringthespreadof genesin termsof germline

replication,whichhedefinesasthosereplicatorsthatare‘potentiallytheancestorof anindefinitely

longline of descendants’.Howeverthemeaningof ‘indefinitepotential’is asundefinedin cultural

evolution asit is in biology. Throughwhat processdoesa memeor genegain the potentialfor

immortality? The artist’s canvassesmay lay preserved andundiscoveredin his garretlong after

his lonely death— like the cave paintingsof Lascaux— but this doesnot, in itself, constitute

success.Thereis moreto becomingpartof culturalevolutionthanjustexisting. Mereimmortality

is not enoughfor a meme(or for anartist): recognitionis key. An unreadbook is just somuch

wood-pulp. An unheardspeechis just hot vibratingair. In chapter9 arguedthata geneis only

successfully(germ-line)replicatedwhenit is carriedby a new vehicle. And, in thesameway, a

memeis only successfullyreplicatedwhenit liveson in themindsof others2. However it is not

just individualmindsthatcancarrymemes,sotoocanlargersocialorganisationssuchasreligious

organisations,mediaconglomerates,nations,classes,statestructures,andsoon. Eachof theseare

capableof possessingmemes,ideologies,or policieswhich they transmitto others,possiblyeven

despitetheparticularviewsof their individualmembers.Thusthememesof theartistmayimpress

theirpersonalfriendsandcolleagues,but they wouldbemoreeffectively spread,andstandabetter

chanceof surviving into posterity, if they weretakenup by aninfluentialgalleryor magazine.In

thiscaseit wouldnotmatterif theindividualswithin thoseorganisationsdid not think muchof the

artist’s work, aslong astheofficial policy of theorganisationwasto supportthemandsospread

theirmemes.

Therateatwhich amemespreadsis its fitness, andwhendiscussingtheconceptof fitnesswe

have to distinguishtwo questions.Thefirst is how to defineandmeasureit: whatdoesit meanto

saythatagene(or meme)is fit? Thesecondis to askhow particulargenes(or memes)fulfill those

criteria: whatpropertiesmakea particulargene(or meme)fit? Theanswerto thefirst questionis

thatthefitnessof ageneis theability of theclassof vehiclesthatcarryit (its genotype) to transmit

to others. Genesarenormally passedon by the reproductionof their vehicles,thereforefitness

is usuallyoperationallydefinedasthe expectednumberof offspring of a individual memberof

a genotype.However, aswe saw in section9.4, what mattersfor the genesof a parasiteis not

the rateof reproductionof the vectorper se, but the rateof transmissionto a new host. Memes

aremorelike infectiousparasitesthangerm-linegenesin this respect,sincethey too canspread

2Dennettalsodiscussesthis issue(1995,p349)but doesnot takeit to its logicalconclusion.
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‘horizontally’ througha populationof vehiclesratherthanjust vertically througha reproductive

lineage:theonlywayto givesomeonemybrownhairisbygivingbirth to them,but I cangivethem

my ideasandmy bacteriaby talking to them. Thereforeif the definition of fitnessis translated

from genesto memeswe find that it shouldbeunderstoodastheability of theclassof vehicles

thatcarryit to transmittheirmemesto others.

Memesspreadbecausetheircarriersareableto convinceor persuadeothersto holdthem.But

somecarriersaremorepersuasive thanothers. We aremorelikely to believe — i.e. acceptthe

memesof — someonewho we trust andrespect.We aremorelikely to takenoticeof anartist

whoseprevious work we enjoyed.Socialorganisationstoo canbe moreor lesspersuasive. An

influentialgalleryis morelikely to spreadthework of anartistthananobscureone.Sociologists

definethisability to spreadmemesasideologicalpower, andtheconceptof power is ascentralto

sociologyasforceis to physicsandnaturalselectionis to populationbiology. In eachdisciplineit

is theconceptthatweuseto explainchange; thechangein motionof aparticle,thechangein traits

of organismsand,in the caseof the socialsciences,how we explain changesin people’s social

behaviour.

It maybeusefulat this point to developananalogythatDawkins (1993)draws betweenthe

spreadof memesandthespreadof computerviruses.Oneof thekey problemsthat thedesigner

of a virus facesis how to achieve effective transmission.Thebasicmethodis a form of memetic

hitchhiking in which thevirus is embeddedin a setof files thatcontainusefuldata;whena user

copiesthosefiles into their computerthenthevirus hitchesa ride. However this is a ratherhap-

hazardmethodof infection that dependson the rateof individual transfersbetweencomputers,

so hackerssoonhit upon the idea of embeddingthe virusesin centralresourcelocationsthat

many userswould access.In Europeuntil the late 1980sthesecentralresourceswould usually

bebulletin-boardservices(BBS)accessedvia modems.Thesuccessof virus transmissionwould

thendependon thepopularityof theBBS: if it containeda lot of usefulinformationthatencour-

agedmany downloadsthentheviruswouldspreadrapidly. Themostpotentplaceto embedavirus

todayis aninternetportalor searchengine,or anapplicationproducedby amajorsoftwarehouse.

Evenquite a ‘dumb’ virus placedin theselocationscanbevery successful;consider, for exam-

ple, the ‘features’placedin Microsoft’s codeby disgruntledemployeesthatproducederogatory

messagesaboutBill Gatesin responseto certainobscurecommandsandkey presses.80%of PCs

useMicrosoft softwareandso carry theseviruses.But the reasonwhy they areso successfulis

not becausethey areintrinsically ‘fit’ — they arecompletelyincapableof replicatingthemselves

— but becausethey arecarriedby a vehiclethathastheinfosphereanalogueof greatideological

power. This is why advertisersbuy bannerspaceat popularweb-sites:a memecarriedby these

vehicleswill have agreaterchanceof spreadingthanoneplacedat amoreobscurelocation.

Thefitnessof amemeis theability of theclassof vehiclesthatcarryit to transmittheirmemes

to others. This ability, as in the caseof geneticfitness,is measuredasthe expectednumberof

individual vehiclesthat they succeedin passingtheir memes/geneson to. This seemsto directly

contradictonethecentraltenetsof Dawkins’ accountof memes:

ThemostimportantpointthatDawkinsmakesis thatthereis nonecessaryconnection
betweena meme’s replicative power, its fitnessfrom its point of view, andits contri-
bution to our fitness(by whatever standardwe judgethat).(Dennett,1995,p363)
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In otherwordsa mememayspreadsimplybecauseit is goodatspreading— quiteindependently

of the‘fitness’of thosevehiclesthatcarrythem.Theissueheredependsonwhatwemeanby ‘our

fitness’. If by ‘our fitness’we meanour biological fitnessthenthis is certainlytrue3. But if by

‘our fitness’we meanour ideologicalpower — i.e. ourability to transmitour ideas— thenthere

is anecessary, evenanalytic, connectionbetweenmemeticreplicationandthefitnessof thesocial

vehiclesthatcarrythem.(Thoughthequestionof preciselywhobenefitsfrom memes,andin what

sense,will bediscussedbelow.)

10.3 Memes and Power

Fitnessis the ability of a vehicleto passits geneson to others,but it doesnot in itself explain

thatability. In orderto this we have to understandhow thosegenesmakethevehiclesthatcarry

themstrongeror fasteror moreefficient, andsoon. Similarly, theconceptof ideologicalpower

describestheability of asocialvehicleto influencethememesof others,but in orderto explainthat

ability we have to answerthesecondquestionof fitness,namelywhatpropertiesmakesa meme

fit? Why do certainmemesspread?In otherwordshow do memescontributeto the ideological

powerof their carriers?

Ideascancontribute to ideologicalpower in many ways. The mostbasicideologicalrole of

a memeis theway in which it enablesan individual to makesenseof a commonexperienceand

communicateit clearlyandconvincingly to others.If an idea‘makessense’thenthepersonthat

carriesit is ‘sensible’andwe takenoticeof what they say. Or ideologically influentialmemes

may takethe form of novel solutionsto commonproblems,including advancesin scienceand

technology— thememesof flint tools,fire, agriculture,andindustryspreadthroughtheirevident

potentialto satisfyour materialneeds. Or memescan spreadbecauseof their ability to fulfill

spiritual,aesthetic,or psychologicalneeds.Thustheexerciseof ideologicalpowerdoesnotalways

involve foisting unwantedideason otherpeople;it only requiresthat memesaretransferredto

headsthat would not otherwisecarry them. It is quite irrelevantwhetheror not thoseideasare

welcome.

Ideologicalpower maycomefrom thepopularityof thetransmittedmemesthemselves,but it

canalsostemfromothersourcesof socialpower. Socialpowerisdefinedgenerallyastheability of

onesocialentitytoaffectthebehaviourof anotherand,in additionto ideologicalpower, Runciman

(1998,ch4)4 identifiestwo otherformsof socialpower: economicpoweris theability of onesocial

unit to endow or depriveanotherof wealth,income,or resources;andcoercivepoweris theability

of onesocialunit to exercisephysicalforceover another. All theseformsareinterconnectedand

so, like physicalenergy, socialpower may be convertedfrom oneto another:economicpower

may enableoneto buy arms,andso yield coercive power; coercive power may enablea nation

to invadetheoil fieldsof another, andsoyield economicpower;andbothcoercive andeconomic

power enablesoneto takeover television stationsandso yield ideologicalpower. All forms of

power have to betakeninto accountwhenwe areanalysingthespreadof memesin practice.For

3Thoughtherearesomeexceptions.Thereasonwhy thememeof Catholicismspreadto SouthAmerica,for exam-
ple,while thememeof sun-worshipfailedto infectSpain,is in largepartdueto thedifferencein mortalityratesof their
carriers.

4Runciman,following Weber, definesideologicalpowerasthatsocialpowerwhichstemsfromtheideologicalstatus
of thesocialunit; but thecurrentissueis theeffectsof socialpower. Its causesarediscussedbelow.
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example,in orderto understandtheevolution andspreadof popsongswe musttakeinto account

thesocialdynamicsof recordcompanies,how they usetheirmoney andinfluenceto getair-play,

useadvertising,associatetheirproductwith otherideologicalforcesincludingfashion,sport,film,

andpolitics, andsoon. Thesetacticsincreasesalesandprofits,which canthenbeusedto push

moreproductin thefuture.Suchexplanationsdonot deny theroleof theindividualmeme.Some

popsongsarejustplaincatchyandsoconferideologicalinfluenceontheartist;but theideological

power derivedfrom thecatchinessof an individualpopsongis only oneof theforcesthatplay a

role in shapingthe evolution of popularculture. And unlesswe understandthe role of all these

socialforcesthenthemovementsof thepop-chartsremainsa mystery.

Consideranotherexample.ChongandZanfarlin(1999)comparethespreadof new technolo-

giesto thespreadof infectiousdiseases.In particularthey demonstrate,andexplain,theexistence

of ‘threshold’ effects in which technologiesonly start to spreadrapidly oncea certaincritical

masshasbeenreached.This is a commoncharacteristicof biologicalepidemics.For example,

it is likely that the ancestorsof HIV have beentransmittedfrom monkeys to humanson many

occasions.But it wasnot until the mid-20thCentury, andthe growth of a migrantlabourforce

in African urbanpopulationcenters,thata largeanddenseenoughpool of infectionwascreated

sufficient to trigger an epidemic(Hooper& Hamilton, 1999). The diseasehadnot necessarily

becomeany morevirulentbut thechangein conditionsincreasedtheability of eachhostto infect

others.

ChongandZanfarlinarguethattherearesimilar thresholdeffectsin thecaseof new technolo-

gies.They find thattherateatwhicha superiornew technologyis adoptedis notconstant.Rather

it dependsonwhetherthatsuperiorityhasbeendemonstratedby increasingthesocial(in thiscase,

economic) power of thosewho currentlyadoptit; andthis, in turn, mayrequirean ‘incubation’

period in which the work-forceis retrained,the work processis re-organised,andso on. Only

oncethis stagehasbeenpassedwill thenew technologyspreadrapidly. Sometechnologies(such

asnon-qwertykeyboardsor Betamaxvideo)never reachthis stage.They maybetechnologically

superiorbut thatsuperiorityis never translatedinto socialpower, andsothey fail to overcomethe

threshold.

In biologicalevolutionthereisonly oneforcethatmatters,namelytheforceof selectionacting

oninheritedcharacteristics.Of courseotherfactorsplayarole,suchastheimpactof cometsonthe

fateof dinosaursor theimpactof humansonnaturalhabitats,but theseexogenousforcesonlyhave

aneffectbydefiningtheenvironmentin whichselectionacts.Thereforegivenanenvironmentthen

naturalselectionis anautonomousprocess.However onedoesnot have to bea Marxist to notice

that theevolution of cultureis not autonomousfrom other, non-ideological,socialforces.Payola

haseffectsonthepop-chartsanddictatorshipscanenforceideologies.MaynardSmith(1961,p90)

usesthis fact to arguethathistoricalprocessescannotbeanalogousto naturalselection:

If it is true thatany adequatetheoryof history musttakeinto accountall the causal
connections[from materialsocialenvironmentto culture]thenit follows thatno for-
mal analogybetweenhistoricalandevolutionaryprocessesasa wholeis possible.In
otherwords,I do not think that a helpful theoryof history canbe derived by start-
ing from evolution theoryandattemptingto find historicalanaloguesfor thevarious
entitiesandprocessesinvolved.
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Theeffectsof thematerialsocialenvironmentonculturedonothavestrictanalogiesin natural

selection,but they do have analogiesin artificial selection.Whena recordcompany usestheir

economicpower to pusha particularrecord,or whena dictatorshipusesits coercive power to

enforceanideology, they areactinglike animalor plantbreedersusingtheirpowerof intervention

to choosewhich traitswill multiply andwhich will not. But, asDennettargues(1997),artificial

selectionshouldbeseenasasubcategoryof naturalselectionratherthananalternativeto it:

Theshortlegsof daschundsandthehugeuddersof Holsteinsarejust asmuchprod-
uctsof naturalselectionasthewingsof theeagle;they justevolvedin anenvironment
thatincludedaparticularwell-focussedselectivepressureconsistingof humanagents.
Thesephenotypesfall underthesamelaws of transmissiongenetics,thesamerepli-
catordynamics,asany others— asspecialandextremecasesin which the default
‘randomness’or noisinessof selectivepressurehasbeengreatlyreduced.

In theappropriateartificialenvironmentevensterileorganisms— suchasmules,wheathybrids,or

seedlessfruits — canflourish.If weapplythisargumentbackto thecaseof culturalevolutionthen

exogenousforces— suchaspayolaandpolicestates— definethe socialenvironmentin which

certainmemesprove morepopularthanothers. The questionof wheretheseforcescomefrom

andhow they changeis thereforeoutsidetheremit of the theoryof memeticevolution. But this

is a limitation on the theory, not a counter-argument.We shouldnot expecta theoryof narrowly

culturalevolution to explain theorigin of policestatesany morethanwewouldexpecta theoryof

naturalselectionto explain the originsof cometsor plantbreedingstations.Memeticscanonly

explain theevolution of ideasgivena particularsocialenvironment.Memeticsis a micro-theory

of historical changethat makessenseonly in the context of processesdescribedusinga wider

macro-theory. Marx suppliedonesuchtheory, andin thenext sectionI placememeticevolution

within thecontext of Marx’s theoryof history.

10.4 Marx’s Theory of History

Two kindsof thingsareneededfor humansto surviveandreproduce.Thefirst arematerialthings:

tools, fields, handaxes,offices,bricks, computers,andso on. Thesearewhat Marx calledthe

forcesof production. Second,they needtheappropriatesocialorganisation:theremustbesome-

oneto reapandsomeoneto sow, thesepeoplemustcommunicateanddiscussandorganiseand

control the processof production;and they needideasand inspirationand reasonsfor acting.

ThesearewhatMarx calledthesocialrelationsof production, of which memesareonepart.The

forcesof productionarethehardwareof societyandtherelationsof productionarethesoftware;

andMarx’s theoryof historydescribesthedynamicof therelationshipbetweenthetwo.

Thebasicideais verysimple.If asocialunit — anindividual,or nation,tribe,corporation,or

kin-groupetc— developsnew, moreefficient,forcesof productionthenthey will gainmoresocial

power, their relationsof productionwill prevail, andmay bepropagatedto others. As Torrance

putsit (1985,p392):

It is in theinterestof someproducerunitsto makeexperimentalmutationsof existing
productionrelationsto accommodatenew productive forces.Someof thesesucceed
betterin enablingreproductionsof theseforces.. . .Thoseunitswith new production
relationsthat mostsuccessfullyreproducethe new productive forceswill be most
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successfulalsoin reproducingtheirnew productionrelations.A probableresultwould
be thatsincethoseproducerunits survive while othersfail, the productionrelations
they embodytendto supplantbotholderonesandnew but lesssuccessfulones.

For example,considerthe politics of Europeafter the first world war. In 1914mostof Eu-

ropewasruledby variousformsof monarchy, from the semi-feudalaristocracy of Russiato the

constitutionalmonarchyof Britain. And eachof theseregimesweresupportedby variationsof

the ideologicalthemeof ‘God, King, andCountry’. However after the war thosecountriesthat

hadseentheir productiveresourcesdecimated— mostnotablyGermany, Russia,andtheAustro-

Hungarianempire— werethrown into political upheaval, themonarchieswereoverthrown, and

othersocialstructuresgrew in their place: the Weimarrepublicin Germany, Kerensky’s provi-

sionalgovernmentandtheSoviets in Russia,andBelaKun’s republicin Budapest,respectively.

And eachof theseregimesweresupportedby variationson theideologicalthemesof democracy,

socialism,andpeace.Howevernoneof theseregimeswereeffectively ableto developtheproduc-

tiveforcesnecessaryto rebuild theircountries.Thesesocietiescollapsed,thoughthereasonswere

differentin eachcase:thereparationswritteninto theTreatyof Versailles,thecontinuingcivil war

in Russia,andthelackof political experienceandorganisationin theHungariancommunistparty.

As a resultthesesocialstructuresgaveway in turn to totalitarianregimesthatput theentireecon-

omyundercentralisedstatecontrol,eachsupportedby thememesof extremenationalism:Nazism

in Germany, Stalin’sdoctrineof socialismin onecountry, andHorthy’sWhiteTerrorin Hungary5.

It wasthefact thattheseideologiessupportedregimesthatcoulddeveloptheproductiveforcesof

their respectivecountriesthatensuredtheir success.

Noneof thesesocialchangeswereinevitable.Theparticularhistoriesof eachcountrywerethe

resultof socialconflictsinvolving political parties,classes,armies,andmillions of peopleacting

of theirown volition — i.e. conflictsandchangeswithin therelationsof production.However, the

wishesof anindividual(or largerorganisation)canonlyeffectsocialchangeto theextentthatthey

canwieldsocialpower, andthematerialbasisof socialpoweris theforcesof production.Relations

of productionarenot determinedby the forcesof production,but nor arethey autonomousfrom

them.Therelationsof productionareadaptedto thetaskof developingtheforcesof production,

just asbiological traitsareadaptedto the taskof thesurvival andreproductionof the organism.

This is summedup in whatCohen(1978,p160)callsMarx’sPrimacyThesis:

We hold that the characterof the forcesfunctionally explains the characterof the
relations. . .The favouredrelationstake this form: the productionrelationsare of
kind R at timet becauserelationsof kind R are suitableto theuseanddevelopment
of theproductiveforcesgiventhedevelopmentof thelatter at t.

Now the idea that societiesarefunctionally organisedin a way similar to living systemsis

hardlynovel. It isatruismthatrunsfrom PlatotoRadcliffe-Brown (1952)andMalinowski (1944).

But suchtheorieshave oftenbeenviewedwith suspicionby historianssincesimply notingthata

socialtrait servesa socialfunction is not yet anexplanationof why that trait exists. To saythat

religion sustainsa certainsocialorder, for example,maybetruebut doesnot imply thatreligion

5Italy showedthesamepatternof socialdevelopment,from thebienniorossoof 1919–21to theriseof theFascisti.
But thereasonfor theinitial socialturmoil wasmoretheweaknessof theItalianstate,ratherthantheeconomiceffects
of thewarperse.
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existsbecauseit sustainsacertainsocialorder. Theexistenceof anentity(suchassomeelementof

therelationsof production)canonly beexplainedin termsof its effects(suchasthedevelopment

of theforcesof production)if thoseeffectshave contributedto thepersistenceof thatin entity in

the past. Marx’s theoryof historyfills this explanatorygap— just asDarwin did for biological

functionalism— by arguing that thosesocialrelationsthatarebestadaptedto the development

of theproductive forcesaremorelikely to prevail over thosethatarelesswell adapted(Carling,

1993).Functionalismasa wayof makingsenseof socialsystemsonly worksif we canusethose

functionsto explain the existence— i.e. the historicalorigins — of the traits we aretrying to

understand6. The fact that functionalorganisationis a productof historicalprocesses— rather

thansimplyanempiricalfact,asthefunctionalistsclaimed— hasthreeimportantimplications.

Thefirst is thatMarx providestheframework for functionalexplanationsin sociology, justas

Darwinprovidestheframework for functionalexplanationin biology. But is still up theempirical

historian(or biologist)to investigatethedetailsof eachparticularcase.Socialrelationsareadap-

tationsfor harnessinganddevelopingtheforcesof production,notdeterminedby them.Relations

can not be simply ‘read off ’ from forces,thereforeit is necessaryto understandthe particular

historyof adaptationthatproducedthecurrentsituation.For example,Darwin showedthatthose

Galapagosfinchesthatwerebetterableto exploit the food sourcesof the islandswould survive,

but it took empiricalinvestigationto find out which shapeof beakwould achieve this. Similarly,

Marx showedhow thosesocialrelationsof productionthatwerebestableto exploit theproduc-

tive resourcesof Germancapitalismwould prevail, but it is up to the historianto investigatethe

particularhistorical reasons— andhistoricalaccidents— that meantWeimar failed andHitler

succeeded.

Second,a falsedichotomyis sometimespresentedbetweenexplaininghistory in termsof the

intentionalactsof individualsandin functionalterms.For example,supposewe wantedto claim

that the function,Y, of thedoctrineof DivineRight,X, is to strengthenthesocialpositionof the

King, Z. Elsterinsistswecanonly usethis functionto explain theexistenceof thedoctrine,if it is

unintended:

the fact that somepart of the relationsof productionX hasthe functionY is only
explanatoryif f

1. Y is aneffect of X

2. Y is beneficialfor Z

3. Y is unintendedby theactorsproducingX

4. Y — or at leastthecausalrelationbetweenX andY — is unrecognisedby the
actorsin Z

5. Y maintainsX by acausalfeedbackloop passingthroughZ

(1983,p57,emphasisadded)

However, as Dennettpointsout (1990)(1998b),intentionalexplanationsshouldbe seenas

a subsetof functionalexplanations,ratherthanasa distinct category. It doesnot matterif the

6Thoughthereis somedebateasto thestrengthof this requirement— see(Elster, 1980)(Cohen,1980)(Wright,
Levine,& Sober, 1992,ch2)and(Callinicos,1987,sec2.3).
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doctrineof Divine Right wasoriginally a devious planconcoctedby anambitiouschief, or was

theproductof dumbgenerate-and-test;theeffectsonhistorywill bethesamein eithercase.

The third point is this. Darwin identifiedtheconditions,themechanism, thatcausesspecies

to evolve. Whenthoseconditionsarenotmet,i.e. whenthemechanismfails, thenevolution does

not occur. Similarly, Marx identifiedthemechanismunderlyingsocialevolution, but sometimes

thatmechanismcanfail. ThusneitherDarwin’s theoryof evolution nor Marx’s theoryof history

are teleologicalin Aristotle’s sense.Neithernaturalnor socialhistory arepulledalongtowards

somedeterminatefinal goala la Hegel or Stalin,ratherthey arepushedalongby themechanism

of descentwith modification.Whenthatmechanismfails thenhistorystalls.So,althoughit is true

thatsocialrelationsof productionprevail becausethey arecapableof harnessinganddeveloping

new forcesof production,thisdoesnot imply thattherewill beamonotonicincreasein thedevel-

opmentof theproductiveforces,asCohenandmany other‘orthodox’ historicalmaterialistsargue

(Callinicos,1987,p23).

Oneway in which naturalor social evolution can stall is by interruptingthe generationof

new mutations.For example,selectionfor sex ratiosin cattlehasno effect becausevariationsin

this trait arenot compatiblewith therestof thedevelopmentalbiology of thecow: i.e. sex ratio

is not a dissociabletrait (section8.4). The underlyingpoint hereis that biological traits do not

enterinto competitionasatomisticparts,ratherthey comegroupedin wholeorganismswith the

developmentof eachtrait dependenton many others. Particular traits may be very useful,but

unlessthey arecompatiblewith the restof the organismthenthey cannotbe selectedfor. The

sameprocesshappensin socialevolution. Socialrelationsof productioncomegroupedtogether

in whatMarx calledmodesof production. For example,it maybeveryusefulfor asocietyto have

scientists,craftsmen,otherculturalspecialists.But you cannotjust have scientistson their own.

They alsoneedotherpeopleto producefood for them,they needtraining, a wider culturethat

valueslearning,andsoon. If a scientistwereplonkeddown in, say, ahunter-gatherersocietythen

they wouldnotcontributeanythinguseful;they would juststarve.

In somecircumstancesmodesof productioncanbecomewhatMarx describedas‘fetters’ on

the further developmentof productive forces. For example,Brenner(1986)hasarguedthat the

socialstructuresof feudalsocietiespreventedeconomiccompetitionbetweenpeasantproducers:

it wasnot worth their while developingnew productive techniquessinceany extra surpluswould

simply be stolenby the lord. In suchsituations‘economicgrowth in agriculturewill, by and

large,taketheform of themultiplicationof unitson alreadyexisting lines’, while ‘the long-term

developmentaltrendwill betowardstagnation,if notcrisis’ [p28]. Thisproducedtherecessionof

thefeudaleconomyin Europe,andthestagnationof Chinafrom 1300to 1800.A similarprocess

alsoled to Japan’sabandonmentof guns:

FirearmsreachedJapanin 1543,whenPortugueseadventurersarmedwith har-
quebusesarrived on a Chinesecargo ship. The Japanesewereso impressedby the
new weaponthatthey commencedindigenousgunproduction,greatlyimprovedgun
technology, andby 1600ownedmoreandbettergunsthanany othercountryin the
world.

But therewerealsofactorsworking againstthe acceptanceof firearmsin Japan.
The countryhasa numerouswarrior class,the samurai, for whom swordsratedas
classsymbolsand works of art (and as meansfor subjugatingthe lower classes).
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Japanesewarfarehadpreviously involvedsinglecombatsbetweensamurai swords-
men,who stoodin the open,maderitual speeches,and thentook pride in fighting
gracefully. Suchbehaviour becamelethalin thepresenceof peasantsoldiersungrace-
fully blastingawaywith guns.In addition,gunswerea foreigninventionandgrew to
bedespised,asdid otherthingsforeignin Japanafter1600.Thesamurai-controlled
governmentbeganby restrictinggunproductionto a few cities,thenintroduceda re-
quirementof a governmentlicensefor producinga gun,thenissuedlicensesonly for
gunsproducedfor thegovernment,andfinally reducedgovernmentordersfor guns,
until Japanwasalmostwithout functionalgunsagain.(Diamond,1997,p257)

The manufactureof gunswasnot compatiblewith the samuraishogunate,andso they were

repressed;they werenot a dissociableelementof theoverall modeof production.But this entire

modeof productioncouldnot persistin thefaceof foreigncompetition.In 1853Japan’ssafetyin

isolationcameto anendwhenCommanderPerry’s U.S.fleetarrivedbristlingwith cannons.This

threw Japanesesocietyinto a crisis. It obviously could not competewithout adoptingWestern

military technology, but this very technologywasincompatiblewith thestructuresof traditional

Japanesesociety. Theresultwasthatwithin 20 yearstheJapanesefeudalorderwascomprehen-

sively re-orderedby theMeiji Restoration,with new forces(andrelations)of productionimported

from the mostadvancedmodelsof the West: the legal systemwasre-organisedalong French

lines, andthe army accordingto the Prussianmodel; the primary educationsystemwascopied

from Germany; agriculture,banking,universities,and the postalserviceweremodelledon the

systemsof theU.S.;andrailways,telegraphs,thetextile industry, businessmethods,andtheNavy

werebasedon the British. Westerncostumes,diets,architecturalstyles,andhair fashionssoon

followed(Hobsbawm, 1962,ch8). Thesocialrelationsof production— andmemes— thatwere

mostcompatiblewith thedevelopmentof theproductive forcesspread,while thosethatwerenot

perished.

10.5 Memes and Symbols

Wheredo we get our ideas? Wheredo our ideascomefrom? Therearetwo obvious sources.

We canget ideasfrom otherpeopleor we canthink themup for ourselves.But whereis theline

betweenthetwo?In theMeno, for example,Platoattemptsto demonstratethatayoungslaveboy

canbeinducedto seea truth of geometryon thebasisof his innategraspof certainmathematical

ideas. The teacher, like a midwife, merelyhasto ‘draw the knowledgeout’. However in some

casesthe birth canbe so labouredasto makethe processmorelike implantation.Whereis the

line betweensimplytelling thestudenttheanswerandcreatingtheenvironmentin which they can

work it out for themselves?All teacherswill befamiliar with thisdilemma.Now it is notobvious

that thereis a principleddistinctionto bemadehere;however it is onethat is vital for a robust

notionof memeticinheritance.

Theproblemis how to distinguish theeffectsof evolution from theeffectsof a changingen-

vironment.For example,supposewe progressively addfertiliser to a field over anumberof years

andwatchtheyield of the cropsteadilyincrease.This is just a commonresponseto a changing

environment,not evolution. A memecanspreadfor thesamereasons.For examplethereis no a

priori reasonwhy thememesnecessaryfor makingstonehand-axesshouldhavehadasingleori-

gin andthenspreadthroughcommunication.In anenvironmentthatincludeshardfracturedrocks
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andfood-sourcesthatneedkilling andbutchering,thenit would beno surpriseif many different

groupsof Homosapiensthoughtof stoneaxesfor themselves. Thusthemememayhave spread

becauseof a commonresponseto a commonsituation,ratherthanthroughcommunication.In

biological terminologythis is theproblemof distinguishing betweenanalogousandhomologous

traits,andit is solvedby examiningthegeneticbasisof thosetraits. For example,all insectsand

mammalshave headsat oneend,andit turnsout that this is dueto a commonsetof homeobox

genes.Thereforethiscommontrait musthave beeninheritedfrom a commonorigin. Theeyesof

insectsandmammals,on theotherhand,evolvedseparately, asrevealedby their distinctgenetic

basis.Thesameappliesto thesocialdomain:in orderto beableto claimthatthespreadof anidea

is dueto memeticevolutionratherthantheeffectsof a commonenvironmentwe needto identify

the units of memeticinheritance. Thoseunits aresymbols. Symbolsare the genesof cultural

evolution.

Genessharetwo propertieswith symbolsthatenablethemto play therole of unitsof inheri-

tance.Thefirst is thatthey arediscreteandatomistic.As MaynardSmith(1989a,p108)observes

Dawkin’smemeconcepthasbeencriticisedonthegroundsthatan‘atomic’ theoryof
cultureisnecessarilywrong.Thismaywell provecorrect,althoughI amastonishedat
theconfidencewith which it is sometimesasserted.Animal bodiesshow a far higher
degreeof coherenceandfunctionalinterrelationshipthandohumansocieties,andyet
an essentiallyatomictheoryof geneticshashada lot to sayaboutthe evolution of
animalbodies.

Thereasonwhy anatomistictheoryof geneticinheritanceis sosuccessfulis thatgenesareatom-

istic: they arereplicatedbase-pairby base-pair. Similarly, in orderto claim thatonetokenmeme

is inheritedfrom anotherthen they must, in someway, be ‘the same’. And in order that two

memetokenscanbe ‘the same’even whenthey arein two differentcontexts, thenthe form of

thosetokensmustbe individuatedindependentlyof thosecontexts: i.e. they mustbe realisedin

symbols.

Thesecondpropertythatmakesgenessuitableasunitsof inheritanceis whatMonod(1997)

calls ‘gratuity’, i.e. the fact that thereis no chemicalnecessitywhy particularDNA sequences

shouldfulfill particularbiological functions. Similarly, Saussurearguedthat what distinguishes

symboliclanguagefrom otherrepresentations(like pictures,or ‘natural icons’ suchasfootprints

in thesnow) is thattheelementsof languagearearbitrary. Thereis nothinginherentin thestringof

lettersW-A-T-E-R(or theequivalentphonemes)thatrelateit to H2O. If we find thattwo cultures

representwaterusingsimilar pictograms,suchasparallelwavy lines, then this may simply be

a commonresponseto anenvironmentalstimulus. It is coincidence,not inheritance.But when

we find thewordsaguaandaquain differentEuropeanlanguagesthenthis is goodevidencethat

they sharea commonorigin — i.e. that theseareinheritedmemes.Consideranotherexample.

A commondefenceagainstanaccusationof plagiarismis to insistthat thesimilarity betweenthe

original work andthe allegedcopy is dueto commoninspiration,ratherthanmemetictheft: it

is no surprisethat artistsin similar conditionswill comeup with similar ideas. The usualway

of separatingbetweenthetwo hypothesesis to matchsymbolstrings.Two musiciansmaycome

up with similar ideas,but if they cameup with identicalsequencesof notesthenthis would be

morethancoincidence.Teachersexpectto find similar ideasin theessaysof studentswho have
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attendedthe samelecturecourse,but suspicionswould be arousedif they containedthe exact

samesentences.Thesimilarity of contentmaybeexplainedby a commonresponseto a common

environment,but thesimilarity of form maynot.

Symbolsallow us to distinguishbetweenmemeticinheritanceandthe effectsof a common

environment.But is this is purelyanepistemologicaldistinction?Surelyan ideacouldbetrans-

mitted from oneheadto anothereventhoughthey wereexpressedin differentsymbols,andthus

showednodefiniteevidenceof transmission?This is true,but epistemologicalconsiderationsmay

beasimportantasontologicalonesin socialsystems.In otherwords,thefact thatamemeis seen

to beinheritedmaybemoreimportantthanwhetheror not it is.

Theevolutionof culturedependsontheideologicalpowerof socialvehicles,but thatpoweris

measuredin thespreadof symbols;thusthepowerof thevehiclebecomesinvestedin thesymbol.

This is theimportanceof symbolsin thebroadsense,includingtrademarks,icons,uniforms,brand

names,andslogans.Symbolsdonot justexpressor representacommonlyheldidea,but they also

maketheir inheritanceexplicit. It is for this reasonthat ritual is so importantfor organised,as

opposedto personal,religion. Onecanshow allegianceto God without ritual, but it is through

ritual thatoneexpressesallegianceto His representativeson earth. Whenyou makethe signof

the crossyou arenot just assentingto the generalideaof the holy trinity, you arealsomaking

explicit yourallegianceto thechurchof which thecrossis asymbol.In many casestheritual can

becomemoreimportantthantheideasof which they aresupposedto beanexpression.Eventhe

GideonSocietymakessureits nameis prominentin every bible it leavesin a hotel room. Their

aim is not simply to spreadthememeof theWord of Godper se, but to makesurethat they are

acknowledgedastheorganisationthatis doingthespreading.

The importanceof symbolsin differentiatingmemeticinheritancefrom otherenvironmental

effects can alsobe seenat work in copyrightandpatentlaws. The memesthat suchcoercive

systemsaredesignedto cover havedirecteconomicbenefits,andsotheir carriershave aninterest

in eitherpreventingtheir replicationor ensuringthat replicationresultsin somepaymentto the

originator. Thisiswhy therehasbeensuchstrongpressurefrompowerful individuals,corporations

andnationsto extendintellectualpropertyrightsacrosstheglobe.

The relationshipbetweenthe carriersand originatorsof suchcontrolledmemesis akin to

thatof theworkersandqueensin coloniesof eusocialinsects.Queenspasson their genesto the

workersof thecolony but thelatterareageneticdead-end:only thequeencanpassonhergenesto

a new generation.Thereforethefunctionof thecolony systemis to ensurethatthebenefitderived

from thosegenesaccruesin thefitnessof the queen,measuredby herability to passthemon to

new colonies.Theworkersin thecolony thusact‘altruistically’ in orderto increasethefitnessof

the queen.Similarly the ownerof a copyrightedmemewill passit on to many users,but those

userswill bepreventedby the termsof theagreementfrom passingit on to othersin turn: they

areamemeticdead-end.Thereforethefunctionof thecopyrightsystemis to ensurethatat leasta

portionof thebenefitof thememeaccruesto theoriginator, eitherin theform of directeconomic

paymentor throughan increasein their ideologicalpower — hencecopyrightstatementsof the

form ‘X assertstheright to beacknowledgedastheauthorof thiswork’.
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10.6 Lamarckian Inheritance and Signalling

It is oftensaidthata fundamentaldifferencebetweenmemeticandgeneticinheritanceis that the

former is Lamarckianwhilst the latter is not; i.e. we canpasson acquiredmemes,but acquired

traitsarenotpassedonthroughgerm-linegenes.Howeverthesituationis notassimpleasall that.

The possibility of Lamarckianinheritanceis often regardedasan anathemato the modern

synthesis.Dawkins,for example,admitsthatheis scaredof thepossibility:

I usetheword ‘scare’because,to bepainfully honest,I canthink of few thingsthat
wouldmoredevastatemy world view thatademonstratedneedto returnto thetheory
of evolutionthatis traditionallyattributedto Lamarck.It is oneof thefew contingen-
ciesfor which I might offer to eatmy hat. . . .Naturallyany scientisthopesthat the
truth,whatever it is, will out. But a scientistis alsoentitledto his innermosthopesas
to whatthattruthwill turn out to be— a revolution in one’sown headis boundto be
a painfulexperience.(1982,p164)

Why doesDawkins regardthepossibility of Lamarckianinheritanceassuchathreatto hisunder-

standingof biologicalevolution?Thereasonis thatLamarckianismthreatenstheCentralDogma

onwhichtheWeismanndiagram,andhenceDawkins’ gene-centrism,rests(sections9.1and9.3).

If characteristicsacquiredby thevehiclethroughdevelopmentwereinheritedthenvehicleswould

playanineliminablecausalrole in selection:they toowouldcountasreplicators,not justgenes.

However it is interestingto notethatDarwin himself— becausehetook organismsto bethe

unitsof selection— saw nofundamentalcontradictionbetweenLamarckianismandnaturalselec-

tion. Indeedhesaw in Lamarckianisma possiblesolutionto theproblemof blendinginheritance

in which, in theabsenceof a discretegeneticmechanism,phenotypicvariationin thepopulation

wouldtendto beblendedoutby sexualreproduction;but if acquiredcharacteristicswere inherited

thenvariationsin theenvironmentwouldproducecorrespondingphenotypicvariationsin thepop-

ulationwhich would thenbeinherited.Darwin includedthis very possibility in the latereditions

of TheOrigin of Species(Desmond& Moore, 1992,p567). ThusLamarckianismis a threatto

gene-centrism,not thetheoryof naturalselectionperse7. Naturalselectiononly requires‘descent

with modification’,andthereis noa priori reasonwhy Lamarckcouldnotprovidethemechanism

of thatdescent.

Thereareplentyof biologicalprocesseswhicharepseudo-Lamarckian;i.e. in whichacquired

characteristicsareinherited,thoughnot throughgerm-linegenes.Obviousexamplesincludethe

viral andbacterialflora that we inherit from our mothers. Moreover thesepseudo-Lamarckian

processeshave a significanteffect on naturalandartificial selection.Youngcalves,for example,

areoftentreatedwith largedosesof broad-spectrumantibiotics,which boostyield but oftenleave

them with very weak immunesystems.The inheritanceof memesfrom our parentsis strictly

analogousto suchbiologicalpseudo-Lamarckianprocesses.

Howevertherearealsowaysin whichacquiredcharacteristicscanaffect thegerm-line,andso

beLamarckianin a strongersense.Considersexual selection.Whenananimalacquiresa mate

it is therebyacquiringa new partof its extendedphenotype.Moreover in proactively selectinga

mateit is therebychoosinga new packof genesto shuffle into its germ-line.And this selection

is basedon the phenotypiceffectsof thosegenes:if their genesseemto improve the fitnessof

7Thanksto DanDennettfor thispoint.
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the candidatemate,thenit is likely to confera similar benefiton futureoffspring. Thussexual

selectioninvolvesthedirectedinheritanceof acquiredcharacteristics.

Zahavi (1975)(1977)hasarguedthatsexualselectionis aspecialcaseof themoregeneralphe-

nomenonof theevolutionof signalling.Animalscannotalwaysjudgethefitnessof possiblemates

directly, thereforethey selecton thebasisof otherobservabletraitswhich therebyactassignals

which advertisethe availability of a fitnessresource.However in all suchsignallingsituations

thereis a pressureto cheat.If ananimalinvestedin thesignallingtrait eventhoughit wasnot ac-

tually fit thenit wouldgainareproductivebenefit.If thedensityof cheatersreachesacertainpoint

thenthesignallingsystembecomeseffectively useless.Zahavi’ ssolutionis thatif signallingtraits

areexpensive to producethenonly thefit cancarrythem. It takesa lot of energy to produceand

carrya peacock’s tail, thereforethemaleswith themostimpressive onesmustbewell-equipped

in other, lessdirectly observable,ways.Wastecanbea signalof quality: if theproductionof sig-

nalsinvolve a handicap,thenhonestyis enforced.Grafen(1990)hasproventhestability of such

handicap-signallingsystemsusinggame-theoretictechniques(MaynardSmith,1982)(1991),and

Bullock hasgeneralisedtheseresultsto lessanalytically-amenablesituationsusingevolutionary

simulations(1998).

Sexually-reproducinganimalsmay choosewho to acquiretheir germ-linegenesfrom, and

this leadsto the evolution of expensive signallingsystems.Thereis anexact analogyherewith

memeticevolution. Weareselectiveaboutwhoweacceptourmemesfrom. Wedonotbelievejust

anybody. Thereforethereis a pressureonsocialvehiclesto convinceothersof thefitnessof their

memes— i.e. theirability to confersocialpowerontheirpossessor— whichleadsto theevolution

of signallingsystems.Thefunctionof thesesignalsis to convinceothersof thevalueof thememes

(or relationsof productionmoregenerally)of thosethatproducethem.Themostobviousexample

of this is conspicuousconsumption(Veblen,1899). Social-evolutionarily speaking,the point of

beingrich is to gainsocial influence.Thereforethereis no point in beingrich if no oneknows

thatyouare.(Reclusivemillionairesareanhistoricaldead-end).Oneway to gainsocialinfluence

from richesis to demonstrate thatyou arerich; andconspicuousconsumptionis a way of doing

this thatis hardto fake.Thecold-warspaceracecanbeseenin thesamelight. Theability to send

rocketsinto spacewasawayof honestlysignallingthetechnologicalmuscleof thesuperpowersin

asituationin whichtheirdestructivemuscle— i.e. theirnuclearweapons— hadto bekeptsecret.

You can’t fakea Sputnikor a moonlanding.Thepurposeof this phenomenalwasteof resources

wasnot simply to let theworld know of thepower of theUSA andUSSR,but wasto therebyto

convinceothernationsto accepttheirmemesandrelationsof production(i.e. to join thewestern

free-marketeconomiesor to becomepartof theSoviet bloc,respectively).

Theproblemof honestsignallingis acutefor theadvertisingindustry. It is not enoughto tell

the audiencethat ‘Omo washeswhiter’ sincethey have no reasonto believe that the advertiser

is telling the truth. The obvious solution is to act as free-loaderson othersignalling systems

which the audiencetrust. Science,for example,hasa reputationfor honestsignalling which

is ultimately due to the peer-review process.It is hard to cheatin science(i.e. spreadmemes

which do not accuratelyreflect empirical results)becausethe fitnessof thosememesmay be

independentlytested.Thereforeif a scientist(or at leastsomeonein a white coatwho lookslike

a scientist)tells the audiencethat Omo washeswhiter thenthey aremorelikely to be believed.
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Anotherform of honestsignallingis style. It is hardto fakestylesince,almostby definition, to

look stylishis to bestylish. Thuscorporationswho produceintellectualproperty(from computer

gamesto fashion)will investheavily in associatingtheir productswith styleicons,eitherthrough

productplacementor throughincorporatingthosestylesinto their advertisements,in anattempt

to convincetheaudienceof theideologicalbenefitsof thememe-product.Theadvertisedproduct

hitchhikeson thesuccessof its advertisement.

Sexual selectionenablessuitorsto testthesuitability of their prospective matesaccordingto

somevisiblecriterion.Howeverall teachersknow theproblemof settingtests:they enduptesting

theability to passtests,ratherthantheability that thetestwassupposedto bea measureof. The

sameoccursin sexual selection.Thepeacock’s tail originally evolvedasanaccuratemeasureof

fitness.But oncethepeahenevolvedto selecton thebasisof thatcriterionthenit is in theinterest

of thepeacock’sgenesto generatebiggertails, ratherthanincrease‘underlying’ fitness— i.e. its

efficiency at finding resources,andso on. (Underlyingfitnessmay be thoughtof asthe fitness

a genotypewould have if theeffectsof sexual selectionwerefactoredout.) Similarly the space

technologyof theUSSRendedup asthemostadvancedin theworld, evenwhile therestof their

military aerospaceindustry laggedbehind. The signalwasstill honest— the USSRreally did

have thebestspaceindustryin theworld — but it becamemisleading.

10.7 Memes and Adaptation

If memesareadaptations,thenwho are they adaptationsfor? Who do they benefit? Dawkins

warnsus that it is a mistaketo assumethatbiological traitsmustbenefittheorganismthatcarry

them,andarguesinsteadthata trait mustbenefitthegerm-linegenesthroughwhich it is inherited.

This is truebut doesnotyetanswerthequestion;it justgeneralisesit. Germ-linegenesarealways

germ-linegenesofalineageof reproducingvehicles,andunlessweidentify thosevehiclesthenthe

questionremainsunanswered.Whobenefitsfrom thediarrhoeainducedby cholera,for example?

It is theparasite,not thehost.They aretheoriginatorandpropagatorof thetrait, andsothey must

bethebeneficiaryif anything is. Thesameproblemoccurswhendeterminingwho benefitsfrom

memes(i.e. who gainssocialpower from them). Justbecausea personcarriesa memedoesnot

in itself prove thatis anadaptationfor them.Again, thekey is to discover thesocialoriginsof the

trait. As Marx put it:

Theideasof theruling classarein every epochtheruling ideas:i.e. theclasswhich
is theruling materialforceof societyis at thesametime its ruling intellectualforce.
Theclasswhichhasthemeansof materialproductionatits disposalconsequentlyalso
controlsthemeansof mentalproduction,sothattheideasof thosewholackthemeans
of mentalproductionareonthewholesubjectto it. . . .Theindividualscomposingthe
ruling classpossessamongotherthingsconsciousness,andthereforethink. Insofar,
therefore,asthey rule asa classanddeterminetheextentandcompassof anepoch,
it is self-evidentthat they . . . rule asthinkers,asproducersof ideas,andregulatethe
productionanddistributionof ideasof theirage.(1846,p64)

Now thepowerof thisargumenthasoftenbeenoverstated:theevolutionof cultureis notone

big conspiracy by anomniscientandomnipotentruling class.You can’t fool all of thepeopleall

of the time. Nonethelessthe dominantmemesin societywill tendto be thosethatmaintainthe
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ideologicalpower of thosethatmostsuccessfullyutilise andcontroltheproductive forces,rather

thanthosethat increasethesocialpower of all thosethatcarrythem. Who gainsfrom thememe

of patriotism,for example?Dulceet decorumestpro patria mori8, but it wasdulceet decorum

for therulersof ourcountry, not for thoseindividualsthatdiedin thetrenches.

Thequestionof whobenefitsfrom amemeis anempiricalquestionthatcanonly beanswered

by examiningwhogainssocialpowerfrom its propagation.Thismaybethepersonwhocarriesit.

It maybetheruling classof a society. Or, in somecases,it maybenefitnobody. For example,an

officeI workedin oncebecamehorribly obsessedwith hummingthethemefrom TheDambusters;

amemethatI managedto infectanew officewith whenI changedjobs.No socialvehiclebenefited

from this meme,it wasjust catchy;a memethatspreadsolelybecauseit wasgoodat spreading,

like somuchselfishDNA. It is a neutralmutation,asfar associalfitnessis concerned.Dennett

(1999),following Dawkins,usessuchexamplesto arguethat:

in the domainof memes,the ultimatebeneficiary, the beneficiaryin termsof which
thefinal cost-benefitcalculationsmustapplyis: thememeitself, not its carriers.This
is not to be heardas a bold empirical claim, ruling out (for instance)the role of
individual humanagentsin devising, appreciatingandsecuringthe spreadandpro-
longationof cultural items. As I have alreadynoted,the traditionalperspective on
culturalevolutionhandsomelyexplainsmany of thepatternsto beobserved.My pro-
posalis ratherthatweadoptaperspectiveor pointof view from whichawidevariety
of differentempiricalclaimscanbecompared,includingthe traditional claims, and
theevidencefor themconsideredin a neutralsetting,a settingthatdoesnotprejudge
thesehot-buttonquestions.

The questionthat the memes-eye perspective raisesis which socialvehicles,if any, benefit

from a meme;andtheyard-stickthat it usesfor measuringthatbenefitis therateat which those

vehiclesareableto spreadtheir memes,i.e. their socialideologicalpower. But this is not equiv-

alentto claimingthat theultimatebeneficiaryis thememeitself. Thereasonfor introducingthe

Darwinianterminologyof adaptive benefitis to groundfunctionalexplanationsof socialhistory.

But a meme,on its own, playsno role in history. Memesonly have effectsthroughtheactivity of

socialagents.This activity mayresultin the furtherspreadof thosememes(i.e. theexerciseof

ideologicalpower)but it mayalsohaveeffectsthroughtheexerciseof otherformsof socialpower,

includingeconomicandcoercive. Thereforethepatternsof culturalevolutioncan,in general,only

beexplainedby extendingourDarwiniananalysisto includethosewiderprocesses.

10.8 Conclusion

In chapters8 and9 I arguedthat Darwinianevolution occurswhenever genesaredifferentially

replicatedaccordingto thefitnessthatthey conferon thevehiclesthatcarrythem.Theanalogical

processin thesocialdomainoccurswhenculturalentitiesaredifferentiallyreproducedaccording

to the ideologicalpower of thesocialstructuresthatcarrythem.However this ideologicalpower

mayalsostemfrom otherformsof socialpower, includingtheeconomicandcoercive. Therefore

aDarwiniananalysisof socialhistorymustgodeeperthanthelevel of memes,andshouldinclude

8‘It is sweetandhonourableto die for one’s country’. This wasa British patriotic motto of the first world war,
brilliantly satirisedby Wilfred Owenin hispoemof thesametitle.
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theevolutionof therelationsandforcesof productionthatdefinetheenvironmentin whichmemes

themselvesevolve.

Marxarguedthatrelationsof productionsurviveandspreadto theextentthatthey enablesocial

vehiclesutilise anddeveloptheforcesof production.This is thebasisof a Darwinianmechanism

in socialevolution,andit makesfunctionalexplanationsof societypossible.Memesareonepart

of therelationsof productionandsothey toowill becomeadaptedto theforcesof production.


