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had credted the invaders as well, in much the \YdY spiders 
create webs and birds create nests. In a twinkling-in less 
than 100,000 years-the invaders transformed the apes 
\yho were their unwitting hosts into something altogether 
new: witting hosts, who. thanks to their huge stock of new­
fangled invaders, could imagine the heretofore unimagin­
able, leaping through design space as nothing had ever 
done before. Following the evolutionary biologist Richard 
Dawkins of the University of Oxford, I call the invaders 
memes. The radically new kind of entity created when a 
particular kind of animal is properly furnished (or infested) 
\yith memes is what is commonly called a person. 

Roughly speaking, memes are ideas-specifically, the 
kind of complex ideas that form themselves into distinct 
memorable units, such as: arch; wheel; wearing clothcs; vClldet­
ta; right triangle; alphabet; calendar; ·the Odyssey; calculus; 
chess; perspective drawing; evoilltion by 11atllral selection; impres­
sionism; "Greensleeves"; deconstrllctiollism. In Dawkins's con­
ception, memes represent units of cultural transmission 
analogous to the genes of biological evolution. Like genes, 
memes are replicators, subject to much the same principles 
of evolution as genes are. Their fate is determined by 
\yhether copies and copies of 
copies of them persist and 
multiply, and that depends on 
the selective forces that act 
directly on the various phys­
ical vehicles that embody 
them. Some thinkers have 
proposed that there could be 
a science of meme evolu­
tion-memetics-strongly 
parallel . to genetics. Others 
consider the proposal absurd. 

Emotional Aversions 

pell with which it was written. There can be no returning 
to pre-Darwinian innocence. 

We used to sing a lot when I was a child, at school and 
Sunday school, around the campfire at sunUl1er camp, or 

.gathered around the piano at home. One of my favorite 
songs, simple but surprisingly beautiful, was "Tell Me Why": 

Tell I/Ie why the stars do shine, 
Tell I/IC why the ivy twilles, 
Tell /lie why the sky 5 so blue. 
Then I will tell you just why I love you. 

Becallse God made the stars to shiIte, 
Becallse God made the ivy twine, 
Becallse God made the sky so blue. 
Becallse God made YOIl, .that's why I love you. 

That straightforward, sentimental declaration still brings a 
lump to my throat--so sweet, so innocent, so reassuring is 
its vision oflife. But it is a vision most of us have outgrown, 
however fondly we may recall it. The kindly God who lov­
ingly fashioned everyone of us (all creatures great and small) 
and sprinkled the sky with shining stars for our delight­

that God is, like Santa Claus, 
a myth of childhood, not any­
thing a sane, undeluded adult 
could literally believe in. 

SOME PEOPLE HATE THE VERY 

idea of explaining human 
culture in evolutionary 

Fanny Brennan, Forest, 1987 

I, too, cherish many of the 
ideas and ideals that Darwin 
seems to challenge, and I 
want to protect them. I want 
to protect the campfire song, 
and what is beautiful and true 
in it, for my little grandson 
and his friends, and for their 
children. Many other, more 
magnificent ideas may also 
need protection. But the only 
good way to do that-the 
only way that has a chance in 

terms. I think they are making a big mistake. They want to 
believe that the human way oflife is radically different from 
that of all other living things-and so it is. But they also 
\nnt to understand that difference as the result of a mira­
cle, a gift from God, a skyhook, not a crane. Why? Why 
should people flinch from carrying Darwin's idea through 
to its logical conclusion? 

The answer, I think, is fear. They are afraid that the idea 
\yill not just explain but will explain away the minds and 
purposes and meanings that everyone holds dear; that the 
universal acid will pass through their most cherished mon­
uments, dissolving them into an unrecognizable and 
unlovable puddle of scientistic destruction. 

I can sympathize with such concerns. But the damage, 
if damage it is, is already done. Even if Darwin's idea came 
to be rejected by science-utterly discredited and replaced 
by some vastly more powerful (and currently unimagin­
able) \'ision-it would still have irremediably demolished 
e\Oerything that came before it. Simply by making design 
\\Oithout mind conceivable, Darwin rendered Locke's argu­
ment, and the thinking behind it , as obsolete as the quill 
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the long run-is to cut through the smoke screens and look 
at the idea as unflinchingly, as dispassionately, as possible. 

There is no future in a sacred myth. Why not? Because 
of our curiosity. Because, as the song reminds us, we want 
to know why. We may have outgrown the song's answer, 
but we will never outgrow the question. Whatever we hold 
precious, we cannot protect it from our curiosity, because 
being who we are, one of the things we deem precious is 
the truth. Our love of truth is surely a central element in 
the meaning we find in our lives. In any case, the idea that 
we might preservf' meaning by kidding ourselves is a more 
pessimistic, more nihilistic idea than I for one can stomach. 
If that were the best that could be done, I would conclude 
that nothing mattered after all .• 
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