Chapter 10

Social Evolution

Although The Origin of Speciess developedin the crudeEnglishstyle, this is the
bookwhich containghebasisin naturalhistoryfor our view.
— Marx, Letterto Engels

10.1 Natural and Social History

Why doesDarwin matterto aryoneotherthana professionabiologist? Thereasoris thatDarwin
provedthatwe werenot createdn theimageof God (whichwasthe previousbesttheory)but are
productsof naturalselection.He provedthatwe arenot miraculousjn areligioussensebut that
we aremiraculousn amuchmoreinteresting scientific,way.

However we mustbe carefulto distinguishbetweenwhat Darwin canexplain and what he
cannot.In generahaturalselectioncanonly explain thosetraitsthatall membersof a population
have in common,not the differencedbetweerthem. The commonalitieswill be dueto selectve
pressuresictingon populationsover mary generationsandthe differenceswill be dueto varia-
tionsin thegeneticmake-upanddevelopmentahistoriesof individuals.For example,Darwin can
explain why all humanshave eyesbut he cannotexplain why myeyesarebrown, whichis dueto
my own particulargeneticinheritance.Darwin canexplain why all humansproducescarswhen
their skinis cut but he cannotexplain the scaron my chin, which wasdueto a surfingaccident.

Whenwe look at otheranimalswe find that,in generaleachspeciedasa characteristiavay
of living. They form socialgroupsfind theirfoodandshelter andraisetheir offspringin waysthat
arecommonthroughouthe speciesandthesepatternsof behaiour arerelatively staticover the
generationsButwhenwe look atthethousandef distinctsocietieshathumandave livedin over
thelastmillion yearswe seea vastvariety Somesocietiesareveganandothersarecannibalistic.
Someareviolent andothersarepeaceful.Somearepatriarchalndothersarematriarchal.Some
build palacesandcitieswhile othersdo not build ary permanensheltersatall. Somearerigidly
dividedinto classe®r castesandothershave nostrictsocialhierarchiesSomeforcetheirchildren
into labouror educatioroutsidethe homefrom theageof six, while parentdn otherssupportand
educatetheir offspring well into adulthood. Someare democratic,someare dictatorshipsand
somehave virtually no socialorganisatiorat all. Somesubsisty huntingandgatheringn small
bandsandothersareorganisednto technologically-adancedempireghatexploit the resourcef
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mary continents.

Wheredid thesedifferencescomefrom? Are they duetothe effectsof naturalselectionor to
socialhistory?n chapterB | aguedthatonly changeshatareduetochangesn genefrequencies
canbe explainedby the actionsof naturalselectionandsincehumansform a distinctbiological
speciedor, atleast,asdistinctasary speciesever is), with individualsmore geneticallysimilar
thanthey aredistinct,thenthosetraitsthataredueto naturalselectiomwill tendto bethosethatare
universal. But what on earthhasfor example,a stone-agédwuntergathereigotin commonwith a
21stCenturycomputertycoon? Well they have certainobviousbiological similarities (two arms
andlegs, cansuckletheiryoung,andsoon), they bothusesomeform of languagearevery good
at learningandreasoningcomparedo otheranimals,andthey areboth (presumablyxonscious.
And thatis aboutit. Darwin canexplain the natural history of thesehumanuniversals.All the
rest,all theinterestingfast-changedarietymustbe explainedby atheoryof social history.

However therearetwo caveatsthat shouldbe mentionedhere. Thefirst is thatwe have rel-
atively little ideawhich psychologicalraits, if ary, are universalandinnateproductsof natural
selection. This is the questionthat Evolutionary Psychologyis attemptingto answer But the
problemis thatto determinewhethera trait is universalandinnateit is necessaryo testalarge
enoughsampleof humansubjectgaisedin a sufficiently wide rangeof socialernvironmentsfrom
neolithictribesto Westernindustrialisedcities. Doneproperlythis canyield fascinatingnsights
into the commoncognitve mechanismshat underlieour ability to form a wide variety of sta-
ble socialgroups— suchasCosmidesand Tooby's investigationinto our ability to detectsocial
‘cheats’ (Barkav, Cosmides& Tooby, 1992). But even whena psychologicalrait is found to
be universalthis doesnot yet prove thatit is innate. It is equallypossiblethatit is whatDennett
describessa ‘forced move in designspace’:‘so far asl know, in every cultureknown to anthro-
pologists,the huntersthrow their speargointy-end-firstput this obviously doesnt establishthat
thereis a pointy-end-firsigenethatapproachefixation in our species’(1995,p486).As | aigued
in section8.3, in orderto prove that a trait is amenabldo adaptatiorby naturalselectionit is
necessaryo identify the brainmechanismshatareresponsibldor thosetraitsandthendiscover
whetherdevelopmenif thosemechanismss canalisecandrobustagainstervironmentaleffects.
Unfortunatelywe have barelybegunto scratchthe surfaceof theseprocesses.

The secondcaveatis this. Naturalselectiondoesnot usually have a directimpacton social
history for the simplereasonthatthe rateof reproductiorof individualsis rarely correlatedwith
geneticfactors. The rate of reproductionof a Kernyan peasanis currently roughly twice that
of a Westernurbanprofessionalfor example,but this differenceis due to social pressuresot
biological ‘fitness’. Nonethelessin somecircumstancesgeneticfactorscan play a significant
rolein historythroughtheir effectson ratesof reproduction.Themostimportantof thesenasbeen
resistanceo infectiousdiseaseFor example thelargestsinglefactorsin the defeatof the mighty
AztecandIncaempiresby the SpanishConquistadorsvere smallpox.tuberculosisandmeasles.
The pathogendor thesedisease®riginally evolved from infectionsof Eurasiancattle,andover
themillennianaturalselectiorproducedjeneticresistancén Eurasiamatives.Amerindianswere
not exposedto thesepathogenauntil the Spanishinvasions,and so hadno chanceto build up
resistance Theresultwasfatal, both for individual Amerindiansandtheir societies.The native
populationfell by 80% within 100 years,mostly dueto Eurasiandiseasesand Latin America
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becamea colory of Europeasaresult.

But apartfrom suchparticularexamples socialchangesrerarely drivenby changesn gene
frequenciesThey arenottheresultof naturalselection but socialforces.In this chapterl amgue
thatthesesocialforcescanbeunderstoodisingananaloguef Darwin’stheoryof naturalselection
appliedto thesocialdomain.

Now onthefaceof it thereis no a priori reasorwhy atheorydevelopedto explain biological
evolutionshouldhave anythingusefulto tell usabouttheevolution of culture. Thetwo domainsare
differentandsosurelydifferentruleswill apply?OntheotherhandDarwin’'stheoryis completely
general:aslong asa systemmeetsthat conditionsdescribedn chapters8 and9, thenadaptation
will bethenecessargonsequenceMoreover naturalselectionis quite simply the besttheorywe
have ever hadat explaining the history of comple, highly structured andreproducingsystems;
thereforeif arny aspecbf culturalchangdits a Darwinianframevork thenwe mayexpectthatthe
analyticalrewardswould begreat.

Thecentralissuein thephilosophyof historyis therelationshipbetweenideaandthe material
socialervironment. Therearetwo extremepositionswe cantake. Thefirst is a pluralistattitude
usuallyattributedto Hegel, andtheseconds areductionisgttitudethatis usually thoughwrongly,
attributedto Marx!. The Hegelianpositionis ideologicaldeterminismaccordingto which ideas
areindependenbf the materialworld, andwhoseevolution is driven by their own internal dy-
namic. (Hegelalsoinsistedon their steadyprogressionowardssomefinal goal,but you canbean
ideologicaldeterministwithout holdingto this teleology). The not-Marxistpositionis economic
determinismaccordingto which ideasaredetermineddy the currentstateof the materialsocial
world. (The OrthodoxMarxists,suchasStalin,alsoinsistedthatthe materialstructuresf society
alsoundego their own inexorableprogressput againthis teleologyis optional). In this chapter
I defenda synthesisof thesetwo caricatures— which | believe is closerto what Marx was ‘re-
ally’ gettingat— andamuethatideasevolve throughan an analogueof artificial selectionsuch
that they becomeadaptedo a changingmaterialsocial environment,even thoughthey arenot
determinedy it.

In the next two sectiond arguethatthe evolution of ideascannotbeunderstoodh isolation
from the materialsocialcontet. In section10.4larguethatMarx’s theoryof history providesa
way of understandinghiscontet thatis analogoudo Darwin’s theoryof naturalselection.And
in theremaindeof the chapterl usethis combinationof Darwin and Marx to examineparticular
aspect®f theevolution of culturaltraits.

10.2 Memes and Vehicles

One’stheoryof culturalevolutionwill dependnone’stheoryof biologicalevolution. For example
Dawkins amguesthat naturalselectionis the resultof the differentialreplicationof genes.Some
genesare betterable to replicatein a particularphenotypicand ervironmentalcontext — they
will be fitter — and so they will spreadmorethan others. Individualsor groupsof organisms
(vehicles)have no privilegedconceptuabr causakolein this picture. They arejustthegenesvay

11t mayplausiblybeattributedto the orthodoxMarxistsof the SecondnternationasuchasKautsky andPlekhane,
Stalin, and Lenin (at leastuntil the outbreakof the first world war forced him to revisit Hegel). But this is another
question.
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of makinganothegene.Dawkinsalsoproposednanalogywith thesocialrealmin whichcultural
entities(memes)play the role of genes.Somememesare betterarereproducingn a particular
socialervironment,andsowill spreadmorethanothers.Personsor larger socialunits, play no
privilegedcausalole in this picture:they arejustthe memes way of creatingmorememes.

In chapter9 | aguedthat the underlyingconceptuablitch with Dawkins’ picture waswhat
Sobercalled the countingproblem: geneticreplication,in itself, doesnot constitutesuccessful
reproduction. Fatteris not fitter. The sameproblemappliesto the differential reproductionof
memes Supposéehatanartistbecome®bsessedith aparticularideaandproducesarvassafter
carvassof the samepaintingin hislonely garret,or thata monkbecome®bsessewith repeating
the samemantrain the seclusiorof his cell. The memeis beingreplicatedwith every repetition
but this processwill notleadto it spreadingit will die with theartistor monk.

Dawkins solvedthe countingproblemby measuringhe spreadof genedn termsof germline
replication whichhedefinesasthosereplicatorghatare‘potentiallytheancestoof anindefinitely
longline of descendantsHoweverthe meaningof ‘indefinite potential’is asundefinedn cultural
evolution asit is in biology. Throughwhat processioesa memeor genegain the potentialfor
immortality? The artist's carvassesnay lay presered andundiscaeredin his garretlong after
his lonely death— like the cave paintingsof Lascaux— but this doesnot, in itself, constitute
successThereis moreto becomingpartof culturalevolutionthanjust existing. Mereimmortality
is not enoughfor a meme(or for an artist): recognitionis key. An unreadbookis just somuch
wood-pulp. An unheardspeectis just hot vibrating air. In chapter9 aguedthata geneis only
successfullygerm-line)replicatedwhenit is carriedby a new vehicle. And, in the sameway, a
memeis only successfullyeplicatedwhenit liveson in the mindsof otherg. Howeverit is not
justindividual mindsthatcancarrymemessotoo canlargersocialorganisationsuchasreligious
organisationsiediaconglomerategiations classesstatestructuresandsoon. Eachof theseare
capableof possessingnemesijdeologiesor policieswhich they transmitto others possiblyeven
despitetheparticularviews of theirindividualmembersThusthememesf theartistmayimpress
their personafriendsandcolleagueshut they would bemoreeffectively spreadandstandabetter
chanceof surviving into posterity if they weretakenup by aninfluentialgallery or magazineln
this caset would notmatterif theindividualswithin thoseorganisationslid notthink muchof the
artist’'s work, aslong asthe official policy of the organisationvasto supportthemandsospread
theirmemes.

Therateatwhich amemespreadss its fithess andwhendiscussinghe concepof fitnesswe
have to distinguishtwo questionsThefirst is how to defineandmeasuret: whatdoesit meanto
saythatagene(or meme)is fit? Theseconds to askhow particulargenegor memesjulfill those
criteria: what propertiegnakea particulargene(or meme)fit? Theanswetto thefirst questionis
thatthefitnessof ageneis theability of the classof vehiclesthatcarryit (its genotypgto transmit
to others. Genesare normally passedn by the reproductionof their vehicles,thereforefitness
is usually operationallydefinedasthe expectednumberof offspring of a individual memberof
a genotype.However, aswe sav in section9.4, what mattersfor the genesof a parasiteis not
the rateof reproductionof the vectorper se but the rate of transmissiorio a new host. Memes
aremorelike infectiousparasitegshangerm-linegenesin this respectsincethey too canspread

2Dennettalsodiscussethis issue(1995,p349)but doesnottakeit to its logical conclusion.
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‘horizontally’ througha populationof vehiclesratherthanjust vertically througha reproductve
lineage:theonly wayto give someoneny brown hairis by giving birth to them,but | cangivethem
my ideasand my bacteriaby talking to them. Thereforeif the definition of fitnessis translated
from genesto memeswe find thatit shouldbe understoodasthe ability of the classof vehicles
thatcarryit to transmittheir memego others.

Memesspreadbecauseheir carriersareableto corvinceor persuadethersto holdthem.But
somecarriersare more persuasie thanothers. We aremorelikely to believe — i.e. acceptthe
memesof — someonavho we trust andrespect.We are morelikely to take notice of an artist
whoseprevious work we enjoyed. Social organisationgoo canbe moreor lesspersuasie. An
influentialgalleryis morelikely to spreadhework of anartistthananobscureone. Sociologists
definethis ability to spreadnemesasideologicalpower, andthe concepbof poweris ascentralto
sociologyasforceis to physicsandnaturalselectionis to populationbiology. In eachdisciplineit
is theconcepthatwe useto explain change thechangean motionof aparticle,the changen traits
of organismsand,in the caseof the socialscienceshow we explain changesn peoples social
behaiour.

It may be usefulat this point to develop an analogythat Dawkins (1993)dravs betweenthe
spreadof memesandthe spreadof computerviruses.Oneof the key problemsthatthe designer
of avirusfacesis how to achieve effective transmissionThe basicmethodis a form of memetic
hitchhikingin which thevirus is embeddedn a setof files thatcontainusefuldata;whena user
copiesthosefiles into their computerthenthe virus hitchesa ride. However this is a ratherhap-
hazardmethodof infection that dependson the rate of individual transfersbetweencomputers,
so hackerssoonhit upon the idea of embeddingthe virusesin centralresourcelocationsthat
mary userswould access.In Europeuntil the late 1980sthesecentralresourcesvould usually
be bulletin-boardserviceg BBS) accessedia modems.The succes®f virus transmissiorwould
thendependon the popularityof the BBS: if it containeda lot of usefulinformationthatencour
agedmary downloadsthentheviruswould spreadapidly. Themostpotentplaceto embedavirus
todayis aninternetportalor searctengine or anapplicationproducedoy amajorsoftwarehouse.
Even quite a ‘dumb’ virus placedin theselocationscanbe very successfulponsidey for exam-
ple, the ‘features’placedin Microsoft’s codeby disgruntledemployeeghat producederogatory
messageaboutBill Gatesin responsgo certainobscurecommandsndkey presses80%of PCs
useMicrosoft softwareandso carry theseviruses. But the reasonwhy they areso successfuls
not becausehey areintrinsically ‘fit — they arecompletelyincapableof replicatingthemseles
— but becausehey arecarriedby avehiclethathastheinfosphereanalogueof greatideological
power. This is why adertisersbuy bannerspaceat popularweb-sites:a memecarriedby these
vehicleswill have agreaterchanceof spreadinghanoneplacedat a moreobscurdocation.

Thefitnessof amemeis theability of theclassof vehiclesthatcarryit to transmittheirmemes
to others. This ability, asin the caseof geneticfitness,is measuredsthe expectednumberof
individual vehiclesthatthey succeedn passingheir memes/genesn to. This seemdo directly
contradictonethecentraltenetsof Dawkins’ accounbf memes:

ThemostimportantpointthatDawkins makesds thatthereis nonecessargonnection
betweera memes replicative power, its fitnessfrom its point of view, andits contri-
bution to our fithess(by whatever standardve judgethat). (Dennett,1995,p363)
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In otherwordsa mememay spreadsimply becausét is goodat spreading— quiteindependently
of the‘fithess’ of thosevehiclesthatcarrythem. Theissueheredependonwhatwe meanby ‘our
fitness’. If by ‘our fitness’we meanour biological fitnessthenthis is certainlytrue®. But if by
‘our fitness’we meanour ideologicalpower— i.e. our ability to transmitour ideas— thenthere
is anecessarevenanalytic, connectiorbetweemmemeticreplicationandthe fitnessof the social
vehiclesthatcarrythem.(Thoughthequestiorof preciselywho benefitfrom memesandin what
sensewill 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 understandiow thosegenesmakethe vehiclesthat carry
themstrongeror fasteror moreefficient, andsoon. Similarly, the conceptof ideologicalpower
describesheability of asocialvehicleto influencethememesof othersputin orderto explainthat
ability we have to answerthe secondguestionof fitness,namelywhat propertiesmakesa meme
fit? Why do certainmemesspread?n otherwordshow do memescontrituteto theideological
power of their carriers?

Ideascancontribute to ideologicalpower in mary ways. The mostbasicideologicalrole of
amemeis theway in which it enablesaanindividualto makesenseof a commonexperienceand
communicatat clearlyandcorvincingly to others.If anidea‘makessense'thenthe personthat
carriesit is ‘sensible’andwe take notice of whatthey say Or ideologicallyinfluentialmemes
may take the form of novel solutionsto commonproblems,including advancesin scienceand
technology— the memeof flint tools, fire, agriculture andindustryspreadhroughtheir evident
potentialto satisfy our materialneeds. Or memescan spreadbecausef their ability to fulfill
spiritual,aestheticor psychologicaheeds Thustheexerciseof ideologicalpowerdoesnotalways
involve foisting unwanteddeason otherpeople;it only requiresthat memesaretransferredo
headsthat would not otherwisecarry them. It is quite irrelevantwhetheror not thoseideasare
welcome.

Ideologicalpower may comefrom the popularityof the transmittednemeshemseles,but it
canalsostemfrom othersource®f socialpower. Socialpoweris definedgenerallyastheability of
onesocialentityto affectthebehaiour of anotherand,in additionto ideologicalpower, Runciman
(1998,ch4Y identifiestwo otherformsof socialpower: economigoweris theability of onesocial
unit to endav or deprive anotherof wealth,income,or resourcesandcoercive poweris the ability
of onesacialunit to exercisephysicalforce over another All theseformsareinterconnecte@nd
so, like physicalenegy, social power may be corvertedfrom oneto another: economicpower
may enableoneto buy arms,andso yield coercie power; coercive power may enablea nation
to invadethe oil fieldsof anotherandsoyield economigpower; andboth coercive andeconomic
power enablesoneto take over television stationsand so yield ideologicalpower. All forms of
power have to betakeninto accountwhenwe areanalysingthe spreadof memesn practice.For

3Thoughtherearesomeexceptions.Thereasorwhy the memeof Catholicismspreado SouthAmerica,for exam-
ple, while thememeof sun-worshigdailedto infect Spain,is in large partdueto thedifferencen mortality ratesof their
carriers.

4Runcimanfollowing Weber definesdeologicalpowerasthatsocialpowerwhich stemsrom theideologicalstatus
of thesocialunit; but the currentissueis the efectsof socialpower. Its causesarediscussedbelow.
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example,in orderto understandhe evolution andspreadf pop songswve musttakeinto account
the socialdynamicsof recordcompanieshow they usetheir mone/ andinfluenceto getair-play,
useadwertising,associat¢heir productwith otherideologicalforcesincludingfashion sport,film,
andpolitics, andsoon. Thesetacticsincreasesalesand profits, which canthenbe usedto push
moreproductin the future. Suchexplanationgdo not dery therole of theindividualmeme.Some
popsongsarejust plain catchyandsoconferideologicalinfluenceontheartist; but theideological
power derived from the catchines®f anindividual pop songis only oneof theforcesthatplay a
role in shapingthe evolution of popularculture. And unlesswe understandherole of all these
socialforcesthenthe movementsf the pop-chartsemainsa mystery

Consideranotherexample.ChongandZanfarlin (1999)comparehe spreadf new technolo-
giesto the spreadf infectiousdiseasesin particularthey demonstrateandexplain, the existence
of ‘threshold’ effectsin which technologiesonly startto spreadrapidly oncea certaincritical
masshasbeenreached.This is acommoncharacteristiof biological epidemics.For example,
it is likely thatthe ancestor®f HIV have beentransmittedfrom monke/s to humanson mary
occasions.But it wasnot until the mid-20th Century andthe growth of a migrantlabourforce
in African urbanpopulationcentersthatalarge anddenseenoughpool of infectionwascreated
sufficient to trigger an epidemic(Hooper& Hamilton, 1999). The diseaséhad not necessarily
becomeary morevirulent but the changen conditionsincreasedhe ability of eachhostto infect
others.

ChongandZanfarlinarguethattherearesimilar thresholdeffectsin the caseof new technolo-
gies.They find thattherateatwhich a superiomew technologyis adopteds not constantRather
it depend®nwhethetthatsuperiorityhasbeendemonstrately increasinghesocial(in thiscase,
economi¢ power of thosewho currentlyadoptit; andthis, in turn, may requirean ‘incubation’
periodin which the work-forceis retrained,the work processs re-oganised,andsoon. Only
oncethis stagehasbeenpassedvill the new technologyspreadapidly. Sometechnologiegsuch
asnon-qwertykeyboardsor Betamaxvideo) never reachthis stage.They maybetechnologically
superiorbut thatsuperiorityis never translatednto socialpower, andsothey fail to overcomethe
threshold.

In biologicalevolutionthereis only oneforcethatmattersnamelytheforceof selectioracting
oninheritedcharacteristicsOf courseotherfactorsplayarole,suchastheimpactof cometonthe
fateof dinosaur®r theimpactof humansnnaturalhabitats but theseexogenougorcesonly have
aneffectby definingtheervironmentin whichselectioracts. Thereforegivenanervironmentthen
naturalselectionis anautonomougrocessHowever onedoesnot have to be a Marxistto notice
thatthe evolution of cultureis notautonomougrom other non-ideologicalsocialforces.Payola
haseffectsonthepop-chartanddictatorshipsanenforceideologies MaynardSmith(1961,p90)
usesthisfactto aguethathistoricalprocessesannotbe analogougo naturalselection:

If it is truethatary adequatéheoryof history musttakeinto accountall the causal
connectiongfrom materialsocialervironmentto culture]thenit follows thatno for-

mal analogybetweerhistoricalandevolutionaryprocesseasawholeis possible.In

otherwords,| do not think that a helpful theory of history canbe derived by start-
ing from evolution theoryandattemptingto find historicalanaloguedgor the various
entitiesandprocesseswolved.
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Theeffectsof thematerialsocialervironmenton culturedo not have strictanalogiesn natural
selection,but they do have analogiedn artificial selection. Whena recordcompaly usestheir
economicpower to pusha particularrecord,or when a dictatorshipusesits coercve power to
enforceanideology they areactinglike animalor plantbreedersisingtheir power of intervention
to choosewhich traitswill multiply andwhich will not. But, asDennettargues(1997),artificial
selectionshouldbe seemasa subcatgory of naturalselectiorratherthananalternatveto it:

The shortlegs of daschundaindthe hugeuddersof Holsteinsarejust asmuchprod-
uctsof naturalselectiorasthewingsof theeagle they justevolvedin anervironment
thatincludedaparticularwell-focussedelectve pressureonsistingof humanagents.
Thesephenotypedall underthe samelaws of transmissiorgeneticsthe samerepli-

catordynamics,asary others— asspecialand extremecasesn which the default
‘randomnessbr noisinesof selectve pressurdiasbeengreatlyreduced.

In theappropriatartificial ervironmentevensterileorganisms— suchasmules wheathybrids,or

seedlesfruits — canflourish. If we applythis argumentbackto thecaseof culturalevolutionthen
exogenoudorces— suchaspayolaandpolice states— definethe socialenvironmentin which
certainmemesprove more popularthanothers. The questionof wheretheseforcescomefrom

andhow they changes thereforeoutsidethe remit of the theoryof memeticevolution. But this
is alimitation on the theory not a counterargument.We shouldnot expecta theoryof narrovly

culturalevolutionto explain the origin of police statesary morethanwe would expectatheoryof

naturalselectionto explain the origins of cometsor plant breedingstations. Memeticscanonly

explain the evolution of ideasgivena particularsocialervironment. Memeticsis a micro-theory
of historical changethat makessenseonly in the contet of processeslescribedusinga wider
macro-theory Marx suppliedonesuchtheory andin the next sectionl placememeticevolution

within the contect of Marx’s theoryof history.

104 Marx’s Theory of History

Two kindsof thingsareneededor humango survive andreproduceThefirst arematerialthings:
tools, fields, handaxes, offices, bricks, computersandso on. Theseare what Marx calledthe
forcesof production Secondthey needthe appropriatesocialorganisationtheremustbe some-
oneto reapandsomeonedo sow, thesepeoplemustcommunicateand discussand organiseand
control the processof production;andthey needideasandinspirationand reasondor acting.
ThesearewhatMarx calledthesocialrelationsof production of which memesareonepart. The
forcesof productionarethe hardwareof societyandthe relationsof productionarethe software;
andMarx’s theoryof historydescribeshe dynamicof therelationshipbetweerthetwo.
Thebasicideais very simple.If asocialunit— anindividual, or nation,tribe, corporationpr

kin-groupetc— developsnew, moreefficient,forcesof productionthenthey will gainmoresocial
power, their relationsof productionwill prevail, andmay be propagatedo others. As Torrance
putsit (1985,p392):

It isin theinterestof someproducerunitsto makeexperimentaimutationsof existing

productionrelationsto accommodateew productive forces. Someof thesesucceed
betterin enablingreproduction®f theseforces.. .. Thoseunitswith new production
relationsthat most successfullyreproducethe new productive forceswill be most
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successfuhlsoin reproducingheirnew productiorrelations.A probableresultwould
be that sincethoseproducerunits survive while othersfail, the productionrelations
they embodytendto supplantotholderonesandnew but lesssuccessfubnes.

For example,considerthe politics of Europeafter the first world war. In 1914mostof Eu-
ropewasruled by variousforms of monarchyfrom the semi-feudahristocrag of Russiato the
constitutionalmonarchyof Britain. And eachof theseregimeswere supportedby variationsof
the ideologicalthemeof ‘God, King, and Country’. However afterthe war thosecountriesthat
hadseentheir productive resourceslecimated— mostnotablyGermary, Russiaandthe Austro-
Hungarianempire— werethrown into political uphea&al, the monarchiesvere overthravn, and
othersocial structuregyrew in their place: the Weimarrepublicin Germary, Kerensk’s provi-
sionalgovernmentandthe Sovietsin RussiaandBelaKun'’s republicin Budapestrespectiely.
And eachof theseregimesweresupportedy variationson theideologicalthemesf democray,
socialism andpeace However noneof theseregimeswereeffectively ableto developtheproduc-
tiveforcesnecessario retuild theircountries. Thesesocietiexollapsedthoughthereasonsvere
differentin eachcase:thereparationsvritteninto the Treatyof Versaillesthecontinuingcivil war
in Russiaandthelack of political experienceandorganisatiorin the Hungariancommunisparty.
As aresultthesesocialstructuregjave way in turnto totalitarianregimesthatputthe entireecon-
omy undercentralisedtatecontrol,eachsupportedy thememeof extremenationalism:Nazism
in Germayy, Stalin’sdoctrineof socialismin onecountry andHorthy’s White Terrorin Hungary.
It wasthefactthattheseideologiessupportedegimesthatcoulddevelopthe productie forcesof
theirrespectie countrieghatensuredheir success.

Noneof thesesocialchangesvereinevitable. Theparticularhistoriesof eachcountrywerethe
resultof socialconflictsinvolving political parties,classesarmies,andmillions of peopleacting
of theirown volition — i.e. conflictsandchangesvithin therelationsof production.However, the
wishesof anindividual (or largerorganisationanonly effect socialchangeo theextentthatthey
canwield socialpower, andthematerialbasisof socialpoweris theforcesof production.Relations
of productionarenot determinedy the forcesof production,but nor arethey autonomougrom
them. Therelationsof productionareadaptedto the taskof developingtheforcesof production,
just asbiologicaltraits areadaptedo the task of the survival andreproductiorof the organism.
Thisis summedup in whatCohen(1978,p160)calls Marx’s PrimacyThesis

We hold that the characterof the forcesfunctionally explains the characterof the
relations. .. The favouredrelationstake this form: the productionrelationsare of
kind R at timet becauseelationsof kind R are suitableto the useand development
of the productiveforcesgiventhe developmentf thelatter att.

Now the ideathat societiesare functionally organisedin a way similar to living systemss
hardlynovel. It isatruismthatrunsfrom Platoto Radcliffe-Browvn (1952)andMalinowski (1944).
But suchtheorieshave often beenviewedwith suspicionby historianssincesimply notingthata
socialtrait senesa socialfunctionis not yet an explanationof why thattrait exists. To saythat
religion sustainsa certainsocialorder for example,may be true but doesnotimply thatreligion

5taly shovedthe samepatternof socialdevelopmentfrom the bienniorossoof 1919-21to therise of the Fascisti
But thereasorfor theinitial socialturmoil wasmoretheweaknessf the Italian state ratherthantheeconomiceffects
of thewarperse
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existsbecausét sustaingcertainsocialorder Theexistenceof anentity (suchassomeelemenbf
therelationsof production)canonly be explainedin termsof its effects(suchasthe development
of theforcesof production)if thoseeffectshave contributedto the persistencef thatin entity in
the past. Marx’s theoryof historyfills this explanatorygap— just as Darwin did for biological
functionalism— by amuing thatthosesocialrelationsthat are bestadaptedo the development
of the productve forcesaremorelikely to prevail over thosethatarelesswell adaptedCarling,
1993). Functionalismasa way of makingsenseof socialsystemsnly worksif we canusethose
functionsto explain the existence— i.e. the historical origins — of the traits we aretrying to
understan®l The fact that functional organisationis a productof historical processes— rather
thansimply anempiricalfact, asthe functionalistsclaimed— hasthreeimportantimplications.

Thefirst is thatMarx providesthe framevork for functionalexplanationsn sociology justas
Darwin providestheframeavork for functionalexplanationin biology. But is still up theempirical
historian(or biologist)to investigatehe detailsof eachparticularcase.Socialrelationsareadap-
tationsfor harnessinginddevelopingtheforcesof productionnotdeterminedy them.Relations
cannot be simply ‘read off’ from forces,thereforeit is necessaryo understandhe particular
history of adaptatiorthatproducedhe currentsituation. For example,Darwin shovedthatthose
Galapagodinchesthatwerebetterableto exploit the food sourcef theislandswould survive,
but it took empiricalinvestigatiorto find out which shapeof beakwould achieve this. Similarly,
Marx shaved how thosesocialrelationsof productionthatwerebestableto exploit the produc-
tive resource®f Germancapitalismwould prevail, but it is up to the historianto investigatethe
particularhistorical reasons— and historical accidents— that meantWeimar failed and Hitler
succeeded.

Seconda falsedichotomyis sometimegpresentedbetweenexplaining historyin termsof the
intentionalactsof individualsandin functionalterms. For example,supposeave wantedto claim
thatthe function,Y, of thedoctrineof Divine Right, X, is to strengtherthe socialpositionof the
King, Z. Elsterinsistswe canonly usethisfunctionto explain theexistenceof thedoctrine,if it is
unintended

the fact that somepart of the relationsof productionX hasthe functionY is only
explanatoryiff

. Y is aneffectof X
. 'Y is beneficiaffor Z
. 'Y is unintendedy theactorsproducingX

A W DN PP

. 'Y — or atleastthe causalrelationbetweenX andY — is unrecognisedby the
actorsin Z

5. Y maintainsX by a causafeedbackoop passinghroughZ

(1983,p57,emphasisdded)

However, as Dennettpoints out (1990)(1998b),ntentional explanationsshould be seenas
a subsetof functional explanationsratherthanasa distinct cateyory. It doesnot matterif the

8Thoughthereis somedebateasto the strengthof this requirement— see(Elster 1980) (Cohen,1980)(Wright,
Levine, & Sober1992,ch2)and(Callinicos,1987,sec2.3).
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doctrineof Divine Right wasoriginally a devious plan concoctedoy an ambitiouschief, or was
the productof dumbgenerate-and-tegteeffectson historywill bethe samein eithercase.

Thethird pointis this. Darwin identifiedthe conditions,the mehanism that causespecies
to evolve. Whenthoseconditionsarenot met,i.e. whenthe mechanisniails, thenevolution does
not occur Similarly, Marx identifiedthe mechanisnunderlyingsocialevolution, but sometimes
thatmechanisntanfail. ThusneitherDarwin’s theoryof evolution nor Marx’s theoryof history
areteleologicalin Aristotle’s sense.Neithernaturalnor social history are pulled alongtowards
somedeterminatdinal goala la Hegel or Stalin,ratherthey arepushedalongby the mechanism
of descentvith modification.Whenthatmechanisnfiails thenhistorystalls. So,althoughit is true
that socialrelationsof productionprevail becausehey arecapableof harnessinginddeveloping
new forcesof productionthis doesnotimply thattherewill beamonotonicincreasen thedevel-
opmentof theproductveforces,asCohenandmary other‘orthodox’ historicalmaterialistsaague
(Callinicos,1987,p23).

Oneway in which naturalor social evolution canstall is by interruptingthe generationof
newv mutations.For example,selectionfor sex ratiosin cattlehasno effect becausevariationsin
this trait arenot compatiblewith therestof the developmentabiology of the cow: i.e. se ratio
is not a dissociabletrait (section8.4). The underlyingpoint hereis that biological traits do not
enterinto competitionasatomisticparts,ratherthey comegroupedin whole organismswith the
developmentof eachtrait dependenbn mary others. Particular traits may be very useful, but
unlessthey are compatiblewith the restof the organismthenthey cannotbe selectedor. The
sameprocesshappensn socialevolution. Socialrelationsof productioncomegroupedtogether
in whatMarx calledmodef production For example,it maybevery usefulfor asocietyto have
scientists craftsmenpthercultural specialists.But you cannotjust have scientistson their own.
They alsoneedotherpeopleto producefood for them, they needtraining, a wider culture that
valuedearning,andsoon. If ascientistwereplonkeddown in, say ahuntergatheresocietythen
they would not contrituteanything useful;they would just stane.

In somecircumstancemodesof productioncanbecomewvhatMarx describedhs ‘fetters’ on
the further developmentof productive forces. For example,Brenner(1986) hasarguedthat the
socialstructuresf feudalsocietiepreventedeconomiccompetitionbetweernpeasanproducers:
it wasnotworth their while developingnew productive techniquesinceary extra surpluswould
simply be stolenby the lord. In suchsituations‘economicgrowth in agriculturewill, by and
large, takethe form of the multiplicationof unitson alreadyexisting lines’, while ‘the long-term
developmentatrendwill betowardstagnationif notcrisis’ [p28]. This producedherecessiorof
thefeudaleconomyin Europe,andthe stagnatiorof Chinafrom 1300to 1800.A similar process
alsoled to Japans abandonmeraf guns:

Firearmsreachedlapanin 1543, whenPortuguesadwenturersarmedwith har
guelusesarrived on a Chinesecago ship. The Japanes&ere soimpressedy the
new weaporthatthey commencedhdigenouggun production greatlyimprovedgun
technologyandby 1600ownedmore andbettergunsthanary othercountryin the
world.

But therewerealsofactorsworking againstthe acceptancef firearmsin Japan.
The country hasa numerouswarrior class,the samuai, for whom swordsratedas
classsymbolsand works of art (and as meansfor subjugatingthe lower classes).
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Japanesgvarfarehad previously involved single combatshetweensamuai swords-
men, who stoodin the open,maderitual speechesandthentook pridein fighting

gracefully Suchbehaiour becamdethalin thepresencef peasansoldiersungrace-
fully blastingaway with guns.In addition,gunswerea foreigninventionandgrew to

be despisedasdid otherthingsforeignin Japanafter 1600. The samuai-controlled
governmentbeganby restrictinggun productionto a few cities,thenintroducedare-

quiremenibf agovernmenticensefor producinga gun, thenissuedicensesonly for

gunsproducedor the government,andfinally reducedgovernmentordersfor guns,
until Japanvasalmostwithoutfunctionalgunsagain.(Diamond,1997,p257)

The manufacturef gunswasnot compatiblewith the samuraishogunateandso they were
repressedthey werenot a dissociableelementof the overall modeof production.But this entire
modeof productioncouldnot persistin thefaceof foreigncompetition.In 1853Japars safetyin
isolationcameto anendwhenCommandePerrys U.S.fleetarrivedbristling with cannonsThis
threw Japanessocietyinto a crisis. It obviously could not competewithout adoptingWestern
military technology but this very technologywasincompatiblewith the structureof traditional
Japanessociety Theresultwasthatwithin 20 yearsthe Japanesé&udalorderwascomprehen-
sively re-orderedy the Meiji Restorationwith new forces(andrelations)of productionimported
from the mostadwancedmodelsof the West: the legal systemwas re-oganisedalong French
lines, andthe army accordingto the Prussiarmodel; the primary educationsystemwas copied
from Germay; agriculture,banking,universities,and the postalservicewere modelledon the
system®f theU.S.;andrailways,telegraphsthetextile industry businessnethodsandthe Navy
were basedon the British. Westerncostumesgiets, architecturaktyles,and hair fashionssoon
followed (Hobsbavm, 1962,ch8). The socialrelationsof production— andmemes— thatwere
mostcompatiblewith the developmenibof the productive forcesspreadwhile thosethatwerenot
perished.

10.5 Memesand Symbols

Wheredo we get our ideas? Wheredo our ideascomefrom? Therearetwo obvious sources.
We cangetideasfrom otherpeopleor we canthink themup for oursehes. But whereis theline
betweerthetwo? In theMenq for example,Platoattemptgo demonstrat¢hatayoungslave boy
canbeinducedto seea truth of geometryon the basisof his innategraspof certainmathematical
ideas. Theteacherlike a midwife, merelyhasto ‘draw the knowledgeout’. However in some
caseghe birth canbe solabouredasto makethe procesanorelike implantation. Whereis the
line betweersimplytelling thestudentheanswerandcreatingthe ervironmentin whichthey can
work it outfor themseles?All teachersvill befamiliar with this dilemma.Now it is notobvious
thatthereis a principleddistinctionto be madehere;however it is onethatis vital for a robust
notionof memeticinheritance.

The problemis how to distinguish the effectsof evolution from the effectsof a changingen-
vironment.For example,supposeave progressiely addfertiliserto afield over anumberof years
andwatchtheyield of the crop steadilyincrease.This is just acommonresponseo a changing
ervironment,not evolution. A memecanspreador the samereasonsFor examplethereis no a
priori reasonwhy the mememecessarjor makingstonehand-aesshouldhave hadasingleori-
gin andthenspreadhroughcommunicationin anervironmentthatincludeshardfracturedrocks
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andfood-sourceshatneedkilling andbutchering,thenit would be no surpriseif mary different
groupsof Homosapienghoughtof stoneaxesfor themseles. Thusthe mememay have spread
becauseof a commonresponseo a commonsituation,ratherthanthroughcommunication.In
biologicalterminologythis is the problemof distinguishirg betweeranalogousindhomologous
traits, andit is solved by examiningthe geneticbasisof thosetraits. For example,all insectsand
mammalshave headsat oneend,andit turnsout thatthis is dueto a commonsetof homeobox
genes.Thereforethiscommontrait musthave beeninheritedfrom a commonorigin. Theeyesof
insectsandmammalspn the otherhand,evolved separatelyasrevealedby their distinctgenetic
basis.Thesameappliesto the socialdomain:in orderto beableto claimthatthespreadf anidea
is dueto memeticevolution ratherthanthe effectsof a commonernvironmentwe needto identify
the units of memeticinheritance. Thoseunits are symbols Symbolsare the genesof cultural
evolution.

Genessharetwo propertieswith symbolsthatenablethemto play therole of unitsof inheri-
tance.Thefirstis thatthey arediscreteandatomistic.As MaynardSmith (1989a,p108)obsenes

Dawkin’smemeconcephasbeencriticisedon the groundgshatan‘atomic’ theoryof
cultureis necessarilyvrong. Thismaywell prove correctalthoughl amastonisheét
the confidencewith whichit is sometimesssertedAnimal bodiesshow a far higher
degreeof coherencandfunctionalinterrelationshighando humansocietiesandyet
an essentiallyatomictheory of geneticshashada lot to say aboutthe evolution of
animalbodies.

Thereasorwhy anatomistictheoryof geneticinheritanceds sosuccessfuis thatgenesareatom-
istic: they arereplicatedbase-paiby base-pairSimilarly, in orderto claim thatonetokenmeme
is inheritedfrom anotherthenthey must,in someway, be ‘the same’. And in orderthat two
memetokenscan be ‘the same’even whenthey arein two differentcontets, thenthe form of
thosetokensmustbe individuatedindependenthof thosecontets: i.e. they mustbe realisedin
symbols.

The secondpropertythat makesgenessuitableasunits of inheritanceis whatMonod (1997)
calls ‘gratuity’, i.e. the fact thatthereis no chemicalnecessitywhy particularDNA sequences
shouldfulfill particularbiological functions. Similarly, Saussurarguedthat what distinguistes
symboliclanguagdrom otherrepresentationdike pictures,or ‘naturalicons’ suchasfootprints
in thesnaw) is thattheelement®f languagerearbitrary Thereis nothinginherenin thestringof
lettersW-A-T-E-R (or theequivalentphonemes)hatrelateit to H,O. If we find thattwo cultures
representvaterusing similar pictograms,suchas parallelwavy lines, then this may simply be
a commonresponsdo an ervironmentalstimulus. It is coincidencenot inheritance.But when
we find thewordsaguaandaquain differentEuropearianguageshenthisis goodevidencethat
they sharea commonorigin — i.e. thattheseareinheritedmemes.Consideranotherexample.
A commondefenceagainstanaccusatiorof plagiarismis to insistthatthe similarity betweerthe
original work andthe alleged copy is dueto commoninspiration,ratherthan memetictheft: it
is no surprisethat artistsin similar conditionswill comeup with similar ideas. The usualway
of separatingpetweenthe two hypothesess to matchsymbolstrings. Two musicianamay come
up with similar ideas,but if they cameup with identicalsequencesf notesthenthis would be
morethancoincidence.Teacherexpectto find similarideasin the essayf studentsvho have
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attendedthe samelecture course,but suspicionswould be arousedf they containedthe exact
samesentencesT he similarity of contentmay be explainedby a commonresponséo acommon
ervironment,but the similarity of form maynot.

Symbolsallow usto distinguishbetweemnmemeticinheritanceandthe effectsof a common
ervironment. But is this is purely an epistemologicatlistinction? Surelyanideacould be trans-
mitted from oneheadto anothereventhoughthey wereexpressedn differentsymbols,andthus
shonvedno definiteevidenceof transmissionThisis true,but epistemologicatonsiderationmay
be asimportantasontologicalonesin socialsystemsin otherwords,the factthata memeis seen
to beinheritedmaybe moreimportantthanwhetheror notit is.

Theevolution of culturedepend®ntheideologicalpower of socialvehicles but thatpoweris
measuredh thespreadf symbols;thusthe power of thevehiclebecomesnvestedn the symbol.
Thisis theimportanceof symbolsin thebroadsenseincludingtrademarksicons,uniforms,brand
namesandslogans Symbolsdo not just expressor represena commonlyheldidea,but they also
maketheir inheritanceexplicit. It is for this reasornthatritual is so importantfor organised as
opposedo personalyeligion. Onecanshow allegianceto God without ritual, but it is through
ritual that one expressesllegianceto His representatieson earth. Whenyou makethe sign of
the crossyou are not just assentingo the generalideaof the holy trinity, you are alsomaking
explicit your allegianceto the churchof which the crossis asymbol.In mary casesheritual can
becomemoreimportantthanthe ideasof which they aresupposedo be anexpression.Eventhe
GideonSocietymakessureits nameis prominentin every bible it leavesin a hotelroom. Their
aim is not simply to spreadthe memeof the Word of God per se but to makesurethatthey are
acknavledgedastheorganisatiorthatis doingthespreading.

The importanceof symbolsin differentiatingmemeticinheritancefrom otherervironmental
effects canalso be seenat work in copyrightand patentlaws. The memesthat suchcoercie
systemsaredesignedo cover have directeconomicbenefitsandsotheir carriershave aninterest
in eitherpreventingtheir replicationor ensuringthat replicationresultsin somepaymentto the
originator Thisiswhy therehasbeersuchstrongpressurérom powerfulindividuals,corporations
andnationsto extendintellectualpropertyrightsacrosgheglobe.

The relationshipbetweenthe carriersand originatorsof suchcontrolledmemesis akin to
that of theworkersandqueensn coloniesof eusocialinsects.Queengasson their genego the
workersof thecolory butthelatterareageneticdead-endonly thequeerncanpasson hergeneso
anew generationThereforehefunctionof the colory systemis to ensurehatthe benefitderived
from thosegenesaccruedn the fitnessof the queen measuredy her ability to passthemon to
new colonies.Theworkersin the colory thusact‘altruistically’ in orderto increasahefitnessof
the queen. Similarly the owner of a copyrightedmemeuwill passit onto mary users,but those
userswill be preventedby the termsof the agreemenfrom passingt onto othersin turn: they
areamemeticdead-endThereforethefunctionof the copyrightsystenis to ensurehatatleasta
portionof the benefitof the memeaccruedo the originator, eitherin the form of directeconomic
paymentor throughanincreasen their ideologicalpower — hencecopyrightstatementsf the
form ‘X assertsheright to beacknavledgedasthe authorof thiswork’.
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10.6 Lamarckian Inheritance and Signalling

It is oftensaidthata fundamentatlifferencebetweermemeticandgeneticinheritances thatthe
formeris Lamarckianwhilst the latter is not; i.e. we canpasson acquiredmemesjput acquired
traitsarenotpasseanthroughgerm-linegenes Howeverthesituationis notassimpleasall that.

The possibility of Lamarckianinheritanceis often regardedas an anathemao the modern
synthesisDawkins, for example,admitsthatheis scaredof the possibility:

| usetheword ‘scare’becauseto be painfully honest| canthink of few thingsthat
would moredevastatamy world view thata demonstratedeedto returnto thetheory
of evolutionthatis traditionallyattributedto Lamarck.It is oneof thefew contingen-
ciesfor which | might offer to eatmy hat. ... Naturally ary scientisthopesthatthe
truth, whateverit is, will out. But ascientistis alsoentitledto hisinnermostopesas
to whatthattruthwill turn outto be— arevolutionin one's own headis boundto be
apainfulexperience(1982,p164)

Why doesDawkins regardthe possibility of Lamarckiarninheritanceassuchathreatto his under
standingof biologicalevolution? Thereasoris thatLamarckianisnthreatenghe CentralDogma
onwhichtheWeismanrdiagramandhenceDawkins’ gene-centrisnrests(section.1and9.3).
If characteristicacquiredby thevehiclethroughdevelopmentvereinheritedthenvehicleswould
play anineliminablecausalolein selectionithey too would countasreplicatorsnotjustgenes.

However it is interestingto notethat Darwin himself— becausdie took organismgo bethe
unitsof selection— sav no fundamentatontradictiorbetweerLamarckianisnandnaturalselec-
tion. Indeedhe sav in Lamarckianisima possiblesolutionto the problemof blendinginheritance
in which, in the absencef a discretegeneticmechanismphenotypicvariationin the population
wouldtendto beblendedoutby sexualreproductionputif acquiredcharacteristicgvere inherited
thenvariationsin theervironmentwould producecorrespondinghenotypicvariationsin the pop-
ulationwhich would thenbe inherited. Darwin includedthis very possibilityin the latereditions
of The Origin of SpeciefDesmond& Moore, 1992,p567). ThusLamarckianisms athreatto
gene-centrisrmotthetheoryof naturalselectiorper s€’. Naturalselectioronly requiresdescent
with modification’,andthereis no a priori reasorwhy Lamarckcouldnot providethemechanism
of thatdescent.

Thereareplentyof biologicalprocessewhich arepseudo-Lamarckian.e. in whichacquired
characteristicareinherited,thoughnot throughgerm-linegenes.Olvious examplesincludethe
viral andbacterialflora that we inherit from our mothers. Moreover thesepseudo-Lamarckian
processesave a significanteffect on naturalandartificial selection.Youngcalves,for example,
areoftentreatedwith large dosesof broad-spectrurantibiotics,which boostyield but oftenleave
themwith very weakimmunesystems. The inheritanceof memesfrom our parentsis strictly
analogouso suchbiologicalpseudo-Lamarckiaprocesses.

Howevertherearealsowaysin which acquiredcharacteristicsanaffectthegerm-line,andso
be Lamarckianin a strongersense.Considersexual selection.Whenan animalacquiresa mate
it is therebyacquiringa new partof its extendedphenotype Moreover in proactizely selectinga
mateit is therebychoosinga new packof genesto shufle into its germ-line. And this selection
is basedon the phenotypiceffects of thosegenes:if their genesseemto improve the fitnessof

"Thanksto Dan Dennettfor this point.
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the candidatemate,thenit is likely to confera similar benefiton future offspring. Thussexual
selectioninvolvesthedirectedinheritanceof acquiredcharacteristics.

Zahavi (1975)(1977hasamuedthatsexual selectioris aspecialcaseof themoregeneraphe-
nomenorof theevolution of signalling. Animalscannotalwaysjudgethefitnessof possiblemates
directly, thereforethey selecton the basisof otherobsenabletraits which therebyactassignals
which adwertisethe availability of a fithessresource.However in all suchsignallingsituations
thereis apressurdo cheat.If ananimalinvestedn the signallingtrait eventhoughit wasnot ac-
tually fit thenit wouldgainareproductve benefit.If thedensityof cheaterseaches certainpoint
thenthe signallingsystembecomeffectively uselessZahavi’ ssolutionis thatif signallingtraits
areexpensve to producethenonly thefit cancarrythem. It takesa lot of enegy to produceand
carry a peacocks tail, thereforethe maleswith the mostimpressie onesmustbe well-equipped
in other lessdirectly obsenable,ways. Wastecanbe a signalof quality: if the productionof sig-
nalsinvolve a handicapthenhonestyis enforced.Grafen(1990)hasproventhe stability of such
handicap-signallingystemsausinggame-theoretitechniqguegMaynardSmith,1982)(1991)and
Bullock hasgeneralisedheseresultsto lessanalytically-amenablsituationsusingevolutionary
simulationg1998).

Seually-reproducinganimalsmay choosewho to acquiretheir germ-linegenesfrom, and
this leadsto the evolution of expensie signallingsystems.Thereis an exact analogyherewith
memeticevolution. We areselectve aboutwho we accepburmemedrom. We donotbelievejust
arybody Thereforethereis a pressuren socialvehiclesto corvince othersof the fitnessof their
memes— i.e. theirability to confersocialpowerontheir possessor whichleadsto theevolution
of signallingsystemsThefunctionof thesesignalsis to corvinceothersof thevalueof thememes
(orrelationsof productionmoregenerally)of thosethatproducehem. Themostobviousexample
of thisis conspicuougonsumptionVeblen,1899). Social-&olutionarily speakingthe point of
beingrich is to gain socialinfluence. Thereforethereis no point in beingrich if no one knows
thatyou are.(Reclusve millionairesareanhistoricaldead-end)Oneway to gainsocialinfluence
from richesis to demonstate thatyou arerich; andconspicuougonsumptioris a way of doing
thisthatis hardto fake. The cold-warspaceaacecanbe seenin thesamdight. Theability to send
rocketsinto spacevasaway of honestlysignallingthetechnologicamuscleof thesuperpaversin
asituationin whichtheirdestructve muscle— i.e. theirnucleaweapons— hadto bekeptsecret.
You cant fakea Sputnikor amoonlanding. The purposeof this phenomenalvasteof resources
wasnot simply to let the world know of the power of the USA andUSSR ,but wasto therebyto
corvince othernationsto acceptheir memesandrelationsof production(i.e. to join thewestern
free-marketconomie®r to becomepartof the Soviet bloc, respectiely).

The problemof honestsignallingis acutefor the adwertisingindustry It is not enoughto tell
the audiencethat ‘Omo washeswhiter’ sincethey have no reasonto believe that the advertiser
is telling the truth. The obvious solutionis to act as free-loaderson other signalling systems
which the audiencetrust. Science,for example, hasa reputationfor honestsignalling which
is ultimately due to the peefreview process.lt is hardto cheatin science(i.e. spreadmemes
which do not accuratelyreflect empirical results) becausehe fitnessof thosememesmay be
independentlyested.Thereforeif a scientist(or atleastsomeonen a white coatwho lookslike
a scientist)tells the audiencehat Omo washeswhiter thenthey are morelikely to be believed.
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Anotherform of honestsignallingis style. It is hardto fake style since,almostby definition, to
look stylishis to be stylish. Thuscorporationsvho produceintellectualproperty(from computer
gamedo fashion)will investhearily in associatingheir productswith styleicons,eitherthrough
productplacemenbr throughincorporatingthosestylesinto their adwertisementsin an attempt
to corvincethe audienceof theideologicalbenefitsof the meme-productTheadwertisedproduct
hitchhikeson the succes®f its adwertisement.

Seual selectionenablessuitorsto testthe suitability of their prospectre matesaccordingto
somevisible criterion. Howeverall teacher&now the problemof settingtests:they endup testing
theability to passtests,ratherthanthe ability thatthetestwassupposedo be a measuref. The
sameoccursin sexual selection.The peacocks tail originally evolved asan accuratemeasuref
fitness.But oncethe peaherevolvedto selecton thebasisof thatcriterionthenit is in theinterest
of the peacocks genedo generatédiggertails, ratherthanincreaseunderlying’ fithess— i.e. its
efficieng/ at finding resourcesandso on. (Underlyingfitnessmay be thoughtof asthe fitness
a genotypewould have if the effects of sexual selectionwerefactoredout.) Similarly the space
technologyof the USSRendedup asthe mostadvancedn the world, evenwhile therestof their
military aerospacéndustrylaggedbehind. The signalwasstill honest— the USSRreally did
have thebestspaceandustryin theworld — but it becamanisleading.

10.7 Memes and Adaptation

If memesare adaptationsthenwho arethey adaptationgor? Who do they benefit? Dawkins

warnsusthatit is a mistaketo assumehat biologicaltraits mustbenefitthe organismthat carry
them,andarguesinsteadhatatrait mustbenefitthegerm-linegeneghroughwhichit is inherited.
Thisis truebut doesnotyetanswelthequestionjt justgeneralisef. Germ-linegenesarealways
germ-linegeneof alineageof reproducing/ehicles andunlessveidentify thosevehicleshenthe
guestionremainsunansweredWho benefitsfrom the diarrhoeanducedby cholerafor example?
It is the parasitenotthe host. They arethe originatorandpropagatoof thetrait, andsothey must
be the beneficianif arythingis. The sameproblemoccurswhendeterminingwho benefitsfrom

memesg(i.e. who gainssocialpower from them). Justbecause personcarriesa memedoesnot

in itself prove thatis anadaptatiorfor them.Again, thekey is to discoverthe socialorigins of the
trait. As Marx putit:

Theideasof theruling classarein every epochtheruling ideas:i.e. the classwhich

is theruling materialforce of societyis atthe sametime its ruling intellectualforce.

Theclasswhichhasthe meanf materialproductionatits disposatonsequentlglso
controlsthemeanof mentalproduction sothattheideasof thosewholackthemeans
of mentalproductionareonthewholesubjectoit. ... Theindividualscomposinghe

ruling classpossesamongotherthingsconsciousnessndthereforethink. Insofar

therefore asthey rule asa classanddeterminethe extentandcompasf anepoch,
it is self-evidentthatthey ...rule asthinkers,asproducerof ideas,andregulatethe

productionanddistribution of ideasof theirage.(1846,p64)

Now the power of this agumenthasoftenbeenoverstatedthe evolution of cultureis notone
big conspirag by anomniscientandomnipotentruling class.You cant fool all of the peopleall
of thetime. Nonethelesshe dominantmemesin societywill tendto be thosethat maintainthe
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ideologicalpower of thosethatmostsuccessfullytilise and control the productve forces,rather
thanthosethatincreasehe socialpower of all thosethatcarrythem. Who gainsfrom thememe
of patriotism,for example?Dulce et decorumestpro patria mori®, but it wasdulceet decorum
for therulersof our country not for thoseindividualsthatdiedin thetrenches.

The questiorof who benefitfrom a memeis anempiricalquestionthatcanonly beanswered
by examiningwho gainssocialpowerfrom its propagationThis maybethe personwvho carriesit.
It may betheruling classof asociety Or, in somecasesit maybenefitnobody For example,an
office | workedin oncebecameéhorribly obsessedith hummingthethemefrom TheDamlusters
amemethatl managedo infectanew officewith whenl changedobs. No socialvehiclebenefited
from this meme, it wasjust catchy;a memethat spreadsolely becausdt wasgoodat spreading,
like somuchselfishDNA. It is a neutralmutation,asfar associalfitnessis concerned Dennett
(1999),following Dawkins, usessuchexamplesto arguethat:

in the domainof memesthe ultimate beneficiarythe beneficiaryin termsof which

thefinal cost-benefitalculationanustapplyis: the memeitself, notits carriers.This

is not to be heardas a bold empirical claim, ruling out (for instance)the role of

individual humanagentsin devising, appreciatingand securingthe spreadand pro-

longationof culturalitems. As | have alreadynoted,the traditional perspectie on

culturalevolution handsomelgxplainsmary of thepatterngo beobsened. My pro-

posalis ratherthatwe adopta perspectie or point of view from which awide variety
of differentempiricalclaimscanbe comparedijncludingthetraditional claims and
theevidencefor themconsideredn a neutralsetting,a settingthatdoesnot prejudge
thesehot-buttonquestions.

The questionthat the memes-ge perspectie raisesis which socialvehicles,if ary, benefit
from a meme;andtheyard-stickthatit usesfor measuringhatbenefitis the rateat which those
vehiclesareableto spreadheir memesj.e. their socialideologicalpower. But this is not equiv-
alentto claimingthatthe ultimatebeneficiaryis the memeitself. The reasorfor introducingthe
Darwinianterminologyof adaptie benefitis to groundfunctionalexplanationsof socialhistory.
But ameme,onits own, playsnorolein history. Memesonly have effectsthroughthe actiity of
socialagents.This activity may resultin the further spreadof thosememeg(i.e. the exerciseof
ideologicalpower)butit mayalsohave effectsthroughtheexerciseof otherformsof socialpower,
includingeconomicandcoercve. Thereforethepatternof culturalevolution can,in generalpnly
be explainedby extendingour Darwiniananalysigto includethosewider processes.

10.8 Conclusion

In chapters8 and9 | aguedthat Darwinianevolution occurswheneer genesare differentially
replicatedaccordingo thefitnessthatthey conferonthevehiclesthatcarrythem.Theanalogical
processn the socialdomainoccurswhenculturalentitiesaredifferentiallyreproducedccording
to the ideologicalpower of the socialstructureghatcarrythem. However this ideologicalpower
may also stemfrom otherforms of socialpower, includingtheeconomicandcoercve. Therefore
aDarwiniananalysisof socialhistorymustgo deepethanthelevel of memesandshouldinclude

8t is sweetand honourableto die for one’s country’. This wasa British patriotic motto of the first world war,
brilliantly satirisedby Wilfred Owenin his poemof the sametitle.
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theevolutionof therelationsandforcesof productionthatdefinetheervironmentin whichmemes
themselesevolve.

Marx amguedthatrelationsof productiorsurvive andspreado theextentthatthey enablesocial
vehiclesutilise anddeveloptheforcesof production.This is the basisof a Darwinianmechanism
in socialevolution, andit makesfunctionalexplanationsof societypossible.Memesareonepart
of therelationsof productionandsothey toowill becomeadaptedo theforcesof production.



