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MEMETICS, LANGUAGE, AND THEOLOGY

A paper given to the Society for the Study of Theology and Christian Philosophy
At Tokyo Christian Institute, June 26, 2001
By Joseph Poulshock, Associate Professor, Tokyo Christian University
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Memetics—as a relatively new Darwinian
theory of culture and mind—has neither garnered
broad public awareness nor general scientific
consensus. In fact, among academics, it is safe
to say that memetics has not yet even truly
achieved scientific status. It is still undergoing
an incubation process. There are many reasons
for the problematic state of memetics, and this
paper provides a basic background about the field
and then discusses its relationship with two
areas that clearly and interestingly manifest its
problems—Ilanguage and theology.

On the Origin, Definition, and Status
Memetics

Richard Dawkins, in The Selfish Gene
(1976) coined the term “meme” as a cultural
replicator analogous to genes. As genes copy
biological information, memes copy cultural
information. Moreover, some memeticists as-
sert that memes possess an independent replicator
dynamic for cultural change—separate from
human intentional and intelligent agency. Hence,
according to Dawkins (1999), memes are “self-
replicating units of culture that have a life of

their own.” Although Dawkins made up the term,
Susan Blackmore’s work, e.g., The Meme Ma-
chine; (Oxford University Press, 1998) appears
especially responsible for the current level of
debate on memes. Although Blackmore’s views
are the most polemical, controversial, and radi-
cal on the subject—a good way to get a debate
started—her ideas also occupy a main place in
current discussion about memetics. One of
Blackmore’s bold claims is that imitation alone
supplies the means for replicating memes. She
says “memes are stdries, songs, habits, skills,
inventions, and ways of doing things that we copy
from person to person by imitation” (2000: 53).
Furthermore, regarding the aforementioned
independent replicator dynamic, Blackmore
states, “memes serve their own selfish ends, rep-
licating wherever they can” (54). For example,
this means some memes exhibit a viral structure,
which includes a “copy me,” instruction along
with “threats” and “promises” which insure their
reproductive survival. Therefore, just like gene
selection where humans are vehicles for genetic
replication, from a memetic perspective, humans
are meme machines, vehicles for the propagation
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of the selfish memes. Blackmore sums up her
perspective rather audaciously:

We are neither the slaves of our genes nor
rational free agents creating culture, art,
science, and technology for our own
happiness. Instead we are part of a vast
evolutionary process in which memes are
the evolving replicators and we are the
meme machines (2000: 54).

Thus, according to Blackmore, modern
theories of human evolution lack only what imi-
tation-driven memetic selection provides,
and hence only memetics enables us to explain
our uniquely human mental attributes and the
complexities of our cultures. Thus, Blackmore
admits that humans exhibit a discontinuity from
other species, but only because two replicators, not
one, have designed us. That is, genes generate
peoples and memes make cultures through a dual
form of evolutionary design. Blackmore calls her
hypothesis for how memes create minds and cul-
ture “memetic drive” where memes control genetic
selection, and where the memes evolve and genes
respond by augmenting imitative ability and brain
size. Regarding the brain, Blackmore claims that
the reproductive fitness of human ancestors became
crucially dependent on imitative ability; better imi-
tators thrived, “and the genes that gave them the
bigger brains required for [imitation] consequently
spread in the gene pool” (2000:58). In short, big
brains better adapted for imitation conferred and
evolutionary survival advantage—on memes.

These claims for imitation-based memetics,
memetic drive, and the existence of an independent
replicator dynamic have all met substantial criti-
cism. In arguably the best scholarly treatment
of memetics to-date, Darwinizing Culture:
The Status of Memetics as Science (Oxford
University Press, 2001), twelve scholars from
different disciplines weighed in on the topic of

memetics. And every author in the book found
serious fault with Blackmore’s claim for imitation
as the sole mechanism for memetic replication.
Firstly, imitation fails to explicate the complex
process of how concepts are transmitted abstractly,
such as through recombination, induction, deduc-
tion, and abduction. Moreover, there are many other
ways that memes may transmit themselves. For
instance, the very opposite of imitation can cause
cultural trends—where a group of people behave a
certain way because they do not want to imitate
others (Conte, 2001). Localized instructions,
instead of memetic blueprints, also may provide
ameans for cultural transmission (Sperber, 2001),
and other Darwinian population processes, besides
natural selection, which are not based on replica-
tion may cause cultural transmission as well (Boyd
and Richerson, 2001).

However, besides problems with imitation,
authors of Darwinizing Culture expose more se-
rious conceptual, empirical, and collaborative
problems with memetics. First of all, empirically,
memeticists still face the challenge of gathering
the first real evidence that memes even exist. This
challenge includes the difficulty of designing nec-
essarily ingenious experiments in order to obtain
this evidence. In short, memeticists must not only
find actual memes—but also the yet undiscovered
mechanism for their replication. Moreover, for
memetics to serve as an empirical science of
culture, evidence must also emerge for an inde-
pendent replicator dynamic for cultural
change—that is at least partly separate from
human intentional and intelligent agency. Inci-
dentally, premature, popular declarations about
“the new science of memetics!” only make these
unsolved empirical problems more embarrassing.
Second, memetics faces conceptual challenges.
For example, there is still no standard codifica-
tion of the idea, and various memeticists define
memes differently. However, on the positive side,
memeticists can postpone these definitional issues;
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concentrate on results, which if obtained will dia-
lectically refine the conceptual conundrums (Hull,
2001). In short, memeticists can still develop
their theory in the context of testing it. Third,
memeticists have made the collaborative error of
alienating anthropologists and other scholars in
the humanities for failing to
enjoin the vast literature on
culture, and they must avoid
this fault in the future, so that
at least they do not repeat the
mistakes of the past. How-
ever, though memeticists may
obtain empirical results by
narrowing the scope of their
research (such as studying the
processes of micro-cultural
change), radical tendencies in
the field cause some
memeticists to over extend
the theory. Hence, the follow-
ing section discusses “radical
memetics,” especially as it
expresses itself in relation to
language and theology.

With a Foreword by
Richard Dawkins
author of tha ‘Selfish Gang

explains language by conferring a survival ad-
vantage on the memes themselves. The fittest
memes would be those with high fecundity, fidel-
ity, and longevity. First, Blackmore claims that
sounds have more reproductive fecundity than ges-
tures because proto-speakers could copy them
\w without seeing them. Second,
‘\§ memes built from discrete
units of sound, phonemes and
morphemes, would have
higher copying fidelity than
those based only on single
discrete units because such a
combinatorial system makes
it easier for speakers to copy
more memes. Moreover, the
rules for combination would

ne

Susan Blackmore

provide a more accurate
copying mechanism. Third,
memes with greater fecundity
and fidelity would obvi-
ously have more memetic
longevity and would likely
replace and out-compete

Psychologist, Susan Blackmore claims in her  memes with lower fecundity
book The Meme Machine (1998,0xford Uni-

versity Press) that memes - cultural replicators and fidelity. Hence memetic

Radical Memetics: On analogous to genes—answer some of life’s deep-  drive, in conjunction with
est questions. What is the meaning of self?

Language, God, and Self

What caused the origin of human language, con- sexual selection, (the best

In Blackmore (1997, sciousness, culture? Why do people believe in  jmjtators make the most at-
. God? This paper evaluates Blackmore's and . i
1998), Dawkins (1991), and  others' claims and shows how Christians can ~ tractive mates)—employing

Lynch (1996) memetics respond to yet another materialistic attemptto  the same process that de-

. explain everything.
sometimes assumes a more

radical appearance, embracing an almost un-
limited explanatory scope. For example, Blackmore
asserts the aforementioned theory of memetic drive
explains the origin of language, which according
to experts in evolution of language still remains
mostly mystery, (see Lewin, 1998). Contrary to
popular theories by Dunbar (1996) and Deacon
(1997) which attribute language evolution to the
genetic advantage that it could have conferred on
human ancestors, Blackmore says memetic drive

signed big brains—would
cause genes to make larger brains that copy
articulations with the most fecundity, fidelity, and
longevity. Hence, language “was designed by
memetic competition and meme-gene coevolution”
(Blackmore 2000: 58).

Blackmore thus (2000: 56, 58) contends
that “memetics neatly resolves the mystery of
the human brain’s vastness” and how “memetic
drive explains language [origin] by its confer-
ring survival advantages on memes.” This is a
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fascinating, but nonetheless purely speculative
idea. Humans have large brains and are the best
imitators in the world, but it simply does not fol-
low from any evidence that imitation, memetic
drive (if it even exists), and concurrent genetic
response produce large brains. Blackmore sug-
gests that “scans of brain activity could test
whether the human brain has evolved to imitate
and spread memes” (2000: 59). However, even if
imitation produces the most brain activity, as
Blackmore’s writings suggest, no evidence exists
that this activity affects brain size, not to mention
the problem that there is no way to measure memes
in the brain. Therefore, Blackmore’s claim that
memetic theory “neatly resolves the mystery of
the human brain’s vastness” is yet unhelpful as
empirical science. At best, this is theory that needs
development and testing, but it also deserves to
be viewed with skepticism, something that
Blackmore is ironically well known for (1997).

Besides this fanciful and speculative theory
of language origins, radical memeticists regularly
apply their theory to the subject of religion. There
are at least two reasons for this. First, religions
qualify as memes or “memeplexes” which get
transmitted through culture, and therefore religions
may provide a productive area of research for
memetics. However, a second reason for memetic
focus on religion appears to come from the blunt
atheism of Dawkins and Blackmore. Blackmore
(1996) suggests the “god-meme” arose perhaps
to alleviate fear and provide (spurious) comfort,
and the following paragraph candidly states what
Blackmore considers the scientific basis for her
claim that the god-meme endures only as a mal-
adaptive fiction.

There is one scientific idea, which, to my
mind, excels all others. It is exquisitely
simple and beautiful. It explains the origins
of all life forms and all biological design. It
does away with the need for God, for a

designer, for a master plan or for a pur-
pose in life. Only in the light of this idea
does anything in biology make sense. It is,
of course, Darwin’s idea of evolution by
natural selection (1996).

Hence, god-memes survive not because
they are true or correspond to metaphysical
reality in any sense; “No—they have survived
because they are selfish memes and are good
at surviving—they need no other reason”
(1996). Blackmore suggests that these god-
memes are selfish as they influence their own
survival independently of the human agents they
inhabit. But the most interesting aspects of her
comments on religion are: (1) she musters zero
evidence for her explanation of the origin and
existence of god-memes, and (2) she construes
the survivability of such memes by pure tautology,
that is, these memes survive because they
survive. And (3), most importantly she awk-
wardly conflates her philosophy with science by
asserting natural selection displaces and eradicates
the existence of God when many philosophers
claim empirical science is mute on metaphysics,
or limited to physical explanations, or at least
inadequate to verify epistemological naturalism.
Hence, Blackmore’s seeming lack of self-
reflective skepticism (in spite of her reputation
as a skeptic), her deficient evidential claims, and
venture into potentially unsubstantiated god-talk
is suffocatingly ironic. However, perhaps these
problems simply emerge because of her appar-
ent view of science as an extra-dimensional
knowledge-space that encompasses and there-
fore overrules any two-dimensional religious
epistemological-space.

Blackmore is not the only prominent
Darwinist guilty of epistemological despotism,
Oxford zoologist Richard Dawkins often uses
Darwinian principles to strongly denounce any
form of religious belief. For example, Dawkins
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(1993) describes religions as “viruses of the
mind,” and although the contagion metaphor often
found in memetic discourse is not inherently
negative, Dawkins description of religious people
as hospital patients and “faith sufferers” is
obviously derogatory. Dawkins considers faith
a kind of memetic sickness because “faith suf-
ferers” believe not only without evidence—but
also consider this lack of evidence to be a virtue
of faith. [2] Frankly, I tend to agree with Dawkins
on this point—that faiths without any rational
or evidential foundation manifest a particular
unsoundness. However, Dawkins and
Blackmore commit the fallacy of composition
by over-generalizing and grouping all expres-
sions of faith together. Hence, for example,
their failure to engage any rigorous and rational
faith memes (e.g., physicist theologian
Polkinghorne (1999), biologist theologian,
McGrath (1993), philosopher theologian,
Moreland (1987), or philosopher, mathemati-
cian theologian, Dembski (1999) [3] exposes
acute flaws of inaccuracy, negligence, and
tendentiousness in virtually all their atheological
comments.

However, even more interesting than this
artless atheism, from a philosophical and theo-
logical perspective, is Blackmore’s view of
personhood, called eliminative materialism [4],
which she claims obtains scientific support
through memetic theory. In one of her common
flourishes, she says:

In fact we know that selves are a myth.
Look inside the brain and you find only
neurons... You do not find the place where
“my” conscious decisions are made. You
do not find the thing that lovingly holds
all those beliefs and opinions. Most of us
still persist in thinking about ourselves that
way. But the truth is - there is no one in
there!

It would be fascinating to see empirical proof
for eliminative materialism, but as I explain
below, the doctrine seems basically counter-
empirical. Moreover, it abuses science to
maintain that we know selves are myth, as if
Blackmore’s claims were empirically con-
firmed by memetic research. Moreover, there are
other approaches to the idea of the self, which
do not simply nullify it. For one scientific ex-
ample, Polkinghorne (1999:22) suggests the self
is the information bearing pattern of the body,
which seems to cohere better with experience
than Blackmore’s “only neurons reductionism”
that falls short of accounting for this coherent
body of information inherent to human expe-
rience. Perhaps Blackmore would suggest that
only the memes are there, but it seems more
consistent with empiricism to propose that
aspects of this information pattern constitute
a self.

Radical memeticists cannot prove elimi-
native materialism simply by mocking common
sense; they must rather engage it seriously. For
example, in the selfplex view, no self, only a
physical body driven by memes, who care only
for their replication, wrote this paper. More-
over, if a non-person were to read this paper,
his-non-self would only be but a physical entity
submitting its non-self to evolutionary processes
controlled—by and for memes. Therefore, no-
person wrote this paper, and no-person is
reading it; the process is purely self-/ess and
impersonal. Moreover, if the non-person
writer presents this paper to a learned soci-
ety, no particular person would hear it, and
the non-persons hearing the paper could not
personally respond to it because persons and
personalities do not exist. Hence, if some non-
person were to disagree with the contents of this
paragraph, for example, it would only be the
appearance of a person who is disagreeing be-
cause non-personalities cannot agree or disagree
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in any personal sense. Actually it would only
be memes in competition and disagreement with
other memes, contending for neuron space in their
non-persons’ brains.

To continue the analogy reductio ad ab-
surdum, if a non-person-memeticist got furious
over the contents of this paper and killed the
non-person-writer; the fact would be that “no
person killed no person.” Therefore no person
is responsible for the murder—only the memes
are accountable. That is, if the memes residing
in the physical non-person reading this paper
were able to physically arouse rage in the
reader-entity, animating it to kill the writer-
entity, then only the memes would be ultimately
responsible for this murder as they competed
for neuron-space to ensure their reproductive
fitness. Of course, in most societies, law requires
that such non-persons control their non-selves,
or their memes, or whatever, even though, ac-
cording to Blackmore, no such selves exist.
Moreover, since the writer-entity is now dead,
we can conclude this thought experiment by
saying: no person will mourn this dead non-
person’s death, and some memes may have
increased their chances for survival through
this homicide. However, there is a complication.
If the memes, which possessed the writer-entity,
found out about the expiration of their neuron-space,
they might arouse a flow of justice memes through-
out relevant non-person population whose presence
might in turn endanger the memes that had caused
the death of the writer-entity after all. Hence,
memetic justice could be attained, stopping or
decreasing the killing of human entities that
contained this writer-entity’s memes, and of
course, providing an excellent explanation in
memetic terms as to why murder is prohibited
in almost all cultures: it maddens memes.

Interestingly, Dawkins (1976) does not
seem to hold to this eliminative materialism which
eradicates personhood. He claims we can and

should rebel against the tyranny of the selfish
genetic replicators because memes enable us to
rebel against genes, but Blackmore (1998)
counters by saying that there is no one to rebel.
Blackmore actually seems serious in her grandiose
affirmations. However, the idea that personhood
does not exist contradicts the weighty evidence
of everyday empiricism, and because of the
extreme counter-intuitive consequences of this
conclusion, it appears that the argument is based
on flawed premises, unless one can show the
weight of common sense to be in error. More-
over, as previously mentioned, it is also clear
that Blackmore is overstating her case, confus-
ing her metaphysics with science, for memetics—
if memes even exist—utterly fails to prove elimi-
native, materialistic philosophy. Hence,
Blackmore shamefully allows philosophy not
data—to command her conclusions. Nonethe-
less, at least she can be commended for correctly
reasoning from presuppositions. Unfortunately,
this seems more like the scientific madness
eerily reminiscent of the ‘Un-man’ in C.S.
Lewis’ science fiction novels (1944) than genuine
scholarship. Moreover, the “no such person
argument” also calls to mind Voltaire’s sug-
gestion that madness is to have erroneous
perceptions and reason from them correctly.
In any case, Blackmore (1997: 43-47) admits
this scary idea may explain why memetics is
not more popular, since memetics supposedly
deals a terrible blow to the supremacy of self.
However, it is much more reasonable to con-
clude that this so called scary idea makes
memetics unpopular because it is empirically
unconfirmed philosophy parading as science.

Conclusion: Problems and Possibilities

In short, memetics, as a Darwinian approach
to culture and mind based on the meme-gene
analogy, faces numerous impasses on the road
to full scientific status. There is still no clear
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codification of the concept; no evidence for the
actual existence of memes; no explicitly under-
stood mechanism for memetic replication; no
confirmation of memetic drive, and still no proof
for a memetic replicator dynamic independent
of human intelligent agency. Moreover,
memeticists must still confront the difficulty of
designing ingenious experiments to overcome
these obstacles. If these issues were not enough,
memeticists have failed to fully engage the vast
literature on culture and mind. This not only
drops them down in the middle of a windy road
where they are blind from seeing the potholes of
the past and what other learned routes can show
them, but it also alienates many of the scholars
who have worked and pioneered these other
avenues. What is more, radical memeticists have
extravagantly over-extended their theory—which
they have struggled to turn into science—so that
instead it has become a metaphysical battering
ram used haphazardly against fallaciously and
carelessly classified theistic straw men. And on
top of all this, radical memeticists aspire to
self-refutingly dissolve and disintegrate the very
existence of “the self,” so that it is no longer the
theorists who run the memetic show, but the
memes themselves. Hence, not even the radical
memeticists exist as persons; they simply
operate as machines, which endure purposelessly
for the furtherance of memetic theory. Never-
theless, in spite of this extremely bleak-looking
picture, there is still a possibility that a narrowed
down version of memetic theory—focusing for
example, on linguistic based, cultural change,
could produce results that would set this field on
real, empirical, but albeit much more modest
cognitive footing.
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Endnotes

[1] Eminent evolutionist and science writer, Roger Lewin,
summarizes the state of language evolution studies in the
following way. “The origins of language—the human
medium of thought, of communication, and of the many
elements of culture and consciousness—and its role in
the origin of modern humans remain an enigma. In the
absence of Dean Falk’s time machine, it is possible that
we will never fully know the answers to these questions.
It is equally certain that we will always want to know”
(1998:180).

[2] Dawkins and others like him twist John 20:24-29
(where Thomas requires empirical verification to believe
that Christ arose from the dead) to support their claim
that people of faith believe without and against evidence.
They would say that when Thomas wanted to see evi-
dence that Christ was alive, he acted admirably as a
scientist (believe with evidence) but not as a person of
faith (believe without evidence). However, that radi-
cally misconstrues the text, for all the disciples where
eyewitnesses—even Thomas—and those commended
for believing with out “eye-witnessing” do so on the
basis of the eyewitness testimony. This is clearly an
epistemologically sound process, and is nothing near the
allegation of irrationality from Dawkins et al. In fact,
this is such a weak allegation; it instead deserves the
label “irrational.”

[3] These four authors typify a number of theistic schol-
ars whose work exhibits a clarity, rigor, and cogency that
Dawkins, Blackmore, et al never even begin to engage.
In short, these scholars demonstrate a rational, engaging,
and convincing case that provides a strong critique of
unsubstantiated metaphysical naturalism and the solid
epistemological basis for theistic belief. It is not neces-
sary to outline their arguments here, but only to show
that because Dawkins, Blackmore, et al fail to engage
this level of critical theistic realism, the current state of
their atheology is most definitely made of straw.

[4] This is also called “eliminativism.” The Dictionary
of Philosophy of Mind defines this as “The position that
folk psychology is a false theory and that corresponding
notions such as belief, experience, and sensation are fun-
damentally mistaken. The alternate most often offered is
physicalist and the position is thus often called ‘elimi-
native materialism.”” <http://www.artsci.wustl.edu/
~philos/MindDict/eliminativism.html>
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