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1. Why is Religion Like an Elephant's DNA?

Abraham's God

He was a wise man who invented God.
— Plato

Most modern Christians, Jews and Muslims would be quite surprised to learn that the Yahweh
worshipped by Abraham (also called El, Elohim and Jehovah) was quite different than the almighty
God we know today. Abraham's God was made of flesh-and-blood. He was a god of war, jealous and
vengeful, more than ready to commit genocide, wipe out humanity with a flood, and many other deeds
that made him quite the opposite of the loving, Almighty God we know today. Abraham would have a
hard time believing that his Lord and the modern God Almighty are one and the same.

Not only that, but Abraham, as well as all of his descendants down to Moses' time and even
beyond, were polytheists, that is, pagans. To them, Yahweh was just one god among many. There
were so many other gods competing for (and getting) their attention that Yahweh had to make a
special deal with them: He offered his military protection, and in return the Israelites had to forgo
their other gods and worship only Yahweh. In the days of Abraham, Yahweh simply didn't command
the same unquestioned loyalty that He does today.

The loving, omnipotent, fatherly God we learn about today is the result of the longest and best
"marketing makeover" in history — four thousand years of changes and improvements to Yahweh's
image, from Abraham's time to today. Yahweh has evolved into the Almighty God, the God of
everything, the loving, forgiving God, the only God. The Yahweh makeover is so complete that we
just call him "God" now, with a capital "G". We don't have to distinguish God from the other gods,
because most Westerners are monotheists. Yahweh completely dominates Western religions. The
other gods that Abraham and Moses believed in are either forgotten, or are grouped together under the
dismissive title "mythology."

How did this happen? Did someone in Abraham's time, or Moses' time, realize that Yahweh had
an "image problem" that needed polishing up? How did Yahweh change from Abraham's god-of-
armies into our God Almighty?

Religious scholars might tell us that Yahweh was always the God we know today, that only our
understanding of God has changed. Noah, Abraham, and Moses lived in simpler times, so God
presented himself to them in a simpler way, one they could understand. Over the millennia, as our
societies and culture matured, God was able to reveal more and more of his all-knowing, loving, all-
powerful self to us. These religious scholars might tell us that God guided His prophets through
divine intervention to shape our Bibles, Torahs or Qur'ans, so that today, we can hold God's actual
words in our hands, and have a true understanding of God's greatness.

But we're here today to offer a different version of Yahweh's makeover, a different way of
looking at this history. This is the story about how humans shaped God's image, not the other way
around. We're going to learn how the transformation of Abraham's god-of-armies to our God
Almighty i1s the result of an evolutionary process, the powerful and inexorable forces known as
"survival of the fittest." But it was cultural evolution, not biological evolution, that was at work,



changing and improving Yahweh's image over the millennia. And it wasn't just Yahweh who was
shaped by cultural evolution; these same forces created and refined al/ of our religious beliefs.

So just what is "cultural evolution," and how does it work?

The Replicating Chicken Meme

God is a comic playing to an audience that's afraid to laugh — Voltaire (1694-1778)

"Why did the chicken cross the road?" What a dumb joke. But you've heard it, right? And you
know the retort. Why i1s this stupid joke one of the most pervasive and reliable bits of verbal
information ever passed from one human to another? Why is it passed, with extreme accuracy, to
virtually every child? What makes children tell it to each other, year after year, generation after
generation?

This is not a trivial question; it illustrates a deep and profound insight into human culture, that
some ideas can be passed verbally and with high fidelity, but additionally, that these facts are passed
along whereas other ideas fade into history. Something about the chicken joke causes it to reproduce
itself. The joke itself contains the means for its own survival — it makes children want to repeat it.

The chicken joke is a perfect example of a self-replicating idea, an idea that makes you want to
repeat it to someone else. Whether it's a joke, an urban myth, a great story, or a hard lesson you've
learned that you want to tell your children, each of these things carries within it the "seed" that causes
it to be retold, to be copied from one human brain to another. In other words, each of these carries
more than just the message itself; it also carries a motivation that makes you want to retell it. The
message is the obvious, overt part of the joke, urban myth or lesson. The motivation is a consequence
of the message's contents, yet it is equally important. Without the motivation, the idea would die out.

Notice that this is a lot like how our genes work: Genes carry information, just as a joke carries
information. In the case of DNA, the information is chemical instructions telling a cell how to build
certain proteins, a "blueprint" if you will, for the stuff your body needs to live. But the DNA's
"motivation" is just as important: Those proteins ultimately cause the lifeform, whether it's a
bacterium or an elephant, to copy itself, to make more copies of the DNA. Without this motivation, the
DNA would die out in short order.

So your DNA shares a fascinating trait with jokes, urban myths and hard-learned lessons: They
all contain a message and a motivation to reproduce.

Richard Dawkins was the first to recognize the parallels between ideas and genes, but he didn't
think it was just an amusing analogy. Dawkins realized there was something deeper, that even though
biological life and ideas are radically different, there 1s an important underlying theory that ties the
two together. Because these self-replicating ideas were so much like genes, Dawkins coined the term
meme (a "mnemonic gene").

A long time before Dawkins, Albert Einstein realized that energy and matter were really one and
the same thing, just different aspects of a single concept. Before Einstein, the physicists Michael
Faraday and James Clerk Maxwell realized that electricity and magnetism, two seemingly different
phenomena, were really just two different faces of a single thing. And even earlier still, René
Descartes and Pierre de Fermat showed that algebra and geometry, which might seem like two
entirely different studies, were essentially the same thing, just seen from different perspectives. In
each of these cases, a great mind recognized that two seemingly different ideas have a single
underlying principle that, once discovered, unifies the two concepts into one and gives a deeper



understanding of both.

Dawkins realized that it was the replication of information that was the underlying principle
common to genes and ideas (memes). A century earlier, Charles Darwin had spelled out the
principles of natural selection, which in spite of the staggering amount that has been written, boil
down to three simple ideas: reproduction, mutation, and natural selection (survival of the fittest). If
we rephrase these three ideas in information-theory terms, we would call it transcription (copying),
transcription errors (mutation), and filtering (natural selection). And these concepts apply to both
genes and memes. With this "grand unification" of the two disciplines, Dawkins laid the foundation
for the study of memetics, which uses Darwin's evolution science to predict and explain the very
foundations of human culture and knowledge.

Memes come in all flavors and sizes, but jokes are especially good examples of memes. A joke
is simple, a nice little self-contained unit of information, and jokes are fun to study. They illustrate the
basics of "memology" quite nicely.

The world's worst symphony conductor heard that his job was going to be given to his
greatest rival. In a fit of jealousy, he murdered the rival. But, being a musician, he didn't
cover his tracks very well and the police immediately caught, convicted and sentenced
him to death in the electric chair. When they strapped him into the chair and turned on
the juice, nothing happened! He just sat there happily humming Beethoven's Ninth. They
tried again and again, to no avail. Finally, he called out, "Give it up, you fools. You
can't electrocute me. I'm the world's worst conductor!”

The joke reproduced itself as you read this page, so its population just increased by one.

When I tell you a joke, I am essentially carrying out the joke's version of sex: I am using your
brain to make a copy of the joke meme that was in my brain. It uses your brain's resources to keep
itself alive (stored in your neurons), and if it's funny enough, you'll want to repeat the joke to someone
else, thereby increasing the joke's population by one more. This sounds a lot like a virus, doesn't it?

Xeroxing Information

In science it often happens that scientists say, "You know that's a really good argument,
my position is mistaken," and then they actually change their minds and you never hear
that old view from them again. ... It happens every day. I cannot recall the last time
something like that happened in politics or religion.

— Carl Sagan

Elephants are (very roughly) 1,000,000,000,000,000,000 (10'3 ) times larger than bacteria, yet
they are connected by an amazing fact: Both the bacterium and the elephant contain DNA, and the
ultimate goal of each elephant or bacterium is the same: 7o make more copies of its DNA. Even more
amazing is that ultimately, DNA is just information. Although DNA's information is "written" as
particular sequences of base pairs on the DNA strand, it's still nothing more than information, like the
words on this page. Without a person to read the words on this page, it's just so many atoms. Without
a living cell to interpret the gene's sequence on the DNA, it's just another chemical. A dog can't tell a
page of a book from toilet paper, and a rock can't tell DNA from LSD. But with a person to read the
page, or a cell to read the DNA, the information is unlocked.

And that's all a joke is: Information. But jokes, a bacterium's DNA, and an elephant's DNA have
another important feature that distinguishes them from ordinary information: The very information they



contain causes them to make copies of themselves. Everything else about the life of these three things
is incidental to the act of copying themselves, so that their information can "live long and prosper."

Although jokes are useful to illustrate the basic idea of a meme, don't be fooled by their

simplicity. Memes can be incredibly rich, complex, intertwined, and interdependent.

The Expensive Carpool Lane

The most savage controversies are those about matters as to which there is no good
evidence either way. Persecution is used in theology, not in arithmetic

— Bertrand Russell
Here's a more modern self-replicating bit of information. While writing this book, 1 got the

following e-mail from a relative:

Hi,

I just got this, pass it on. This is serious. Be careful you guys!

New Driving Fines for 2007

1. Carpool lane - 1lst time $1068.50 starting 7/1/07 (The $271 posted on the highway is old). Don't do
it again because 2nd time is going to be double. 3rd time triple, and 4th time license suspended.

2. Incorrect lane change - $380. Don't cross the lane on solid lines or intersections.

3. Block intersection - $485

4. Driving on the shoulder - $450

5. Cell phone use in the construction zone. - Double fine as of 07/01/07. Cell phone use must be "hands
free" while driving.

6. Passengers over 18 not in their seatbelts - both passengers and drivers get tickets.
7. Speeders can only drive 3 miles above the limit.

8. DUI = JAIL (Stays on your driving record for 10 years!)

9. As of 07/01/07 cell phone use must be "hands free" while driving. Ticket is $285. They will be
looking for this like crazy - easy money for police department.

Sounds pretty awful, and I (like so many others) took this seriously. For a day or two, that is,

until it turned up on a well-known rumor-busting web site. The whole email was a fake! All nine
"new driving fines" are incorrect. Yet this email spread far and wide. Just about everyone in my own
circle of family and friends received it, which means that, in a span of a few days, this "urban myth"
meme went from a population of one to something like tens of millions. Wow!

This meme was perfectly crafted. It has everything that an urban myth needs:

It is believable. 1t was carefully crafted to be slightly outrageous, but not blatantly outrageous.

It is relevant. It is something we all care about. It is stuff we need to know.

It is scary. We like to stir each other up.

It is easy to pass on. Just click the "Forward" button on your email program, select everyone you
know from your address book, and voila! it replicates.



Because it was so well crafted, the "New Driving Fines" urban myth became epidemic, and
spread with exponential growth throughout the state.

This is a really good example of a meme, a self-replicating idea. It 1s information that, by its
very nature, causes it to be copied over and over in people's minds and computers.

A Meme by Any Other Name

If nature has made any one thing less susceptible than all others of exclusive property, it
is the action of the thinking power called an idea, which an individual may exclusively
possess as long as he keeps it to himself; but the moment it is divulged, it forces itself
into the possession of everyone, and the receiver cannot dispossess himself of it... He
who receives an idea from me, receives instructions himself without lessening mine; as
he who lights his taper at mine, receives light without darkening me. That ideas should
be spread from one to another over the globe, for the moral and mutual instruction of
man, and improvement of his condition, seems to have been peculiarly and benevolently
designed by nature.

— Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826)

This 1s a remarkable quote by the brilliant statesman, scientist and philosopher, Thomas

Jefferson, because it encapsulates the very idea of a meme, and predates Dawkins by nearly a century
and a half.

We already learned that the definition of a meme is pretty simple: It's an idea, a concept, that is
capable of being passed from one mind to another, and that produces the motivation that makes you
want to pass it on.

Many other authors have spent varying amounts of space and intellectual energy trying to define
the term, each with a slightly different skew on the subject. Is a meme strictly linguistic, or can it be a
song, a painting, or the act of demonstrating how to flake obsidian to make an arrowhead? Is a meme
a meme if it's stored on paper? Or in your computer? What is the difference between a meme and a
memeplex? If we can't define it, how can we study it?

Careful definitions of terms are important in the erudite circles of academic philosophy,
sociology, and information theory, but this is an informal book, not a scholarly tome. In my view, a
meme 1s any bit of information that can be passed from one mind to another, by any mechanism. If I
teach a secret handshake to a friend, and the friend thinks it's a pretty cool handshake and teaches it to
you, then the secret handshake could be a meme. The key point is this: Both memes and genes are self-
replicating information. They reproduce very differently, one via biochemical processes, and the
other via person-to-person communication, but at their core, both memes and genes are just
information. More importantly, the very information contained by a gene or meme is the motivating
force for its own reproduction.

Three Sources of Knowledge

Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then he is not omnipotent.
Is he able, but not willing? Then he is malevolent.

Is he both able and willing? Then whence cometh evil?

Is he neither able nor willing? Then why call him God?

— Epicurus



There are three fundamental sources of knowledge for humans: Instinct, experience, and culture.

Instinct 1s knowledge that is inborn. Nobody has to teach you to be afraid of heights, to go to
your mother in a time of danger, to fear snakes, or that bitter foods shouldn't be eaten. Nobody has to
tell a teenager to have sex (quite the contrary!). This knowledge is "hard wired" into our brains, and
also into the brains of many animals.

Experience teaches you that grass feels nice under your feet, that thorns hurt if you prick your
finger, and that fire is hot. Experiential knowledge is information that you learn by interacting with
the world and the people around you. The knowledge itself isn't inborn.

Cultural learning, our highly developed ability to transmit ideas (memes) from one person to
the next, 1s a uniquely human ability, one that makes humans truly distinct from other animals. There
has been some work showing that other animals such as chimpanzees and gorillas also pass
information culturally, but their abilities are primitive compared to humans.

From this, we can clearly see that our religious beliefs qualify as memes. When you were born,
you didn't know anything about religion or gods (it's not instinctive knowledge), and you didn't learn
about religion by interacting with nature (it's not experiential knowledge). Someone taught you about
religion and god. Even if you don't believe in God, you still have a god meme in your head. It's a
meme that was put there by your parents and community, and they got it from their parents and
community, and so on down through history.

With this new memetic view that treats ideas as self-replicating pieces of information, we can
now see that religion is a virus, one that infects your brain. "Right," you're probably thinking, "He
means that allegorically, or metaphorically, or something. Religion is a belief system, not a germ!"
But in fact, when I use the phrase religion virus, I mean it in a very literal sense. The religion virus
isn't a physical entity, with DNA and proteins and such, but in every other sense, it is a true virus. The
parallels between the viruses that infect your body and the viruses that infect your mind are truly
astonishing. By the end of this book, I hope to give you a detailed understanding of the infective,
reproductive, parasitic nature of the religion virus and its effect on culture, society, politics, and the
future of humanity.

Our Path

If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him. —Voltaire (1694-1778),
"Epitres, XCVI"

We will study three paths in parallel. The first is classical Evolution Science, first elucidated by
Charles Darwin, one of the greatest minds in history. Darwin's Evolution Science is astonishing in its
explanatory powers; with a single book, Darwin founded what is arguably the most important science
in human history. We'll just skim the surface; a full treatment requires volumes, but it's important to
our story.

Second, we'll learn more about memes, the field of study called memetics. We'll learn how
memes follow nearly the same evolutionary rules as the physical lifeforms that Darwin studied, as
these ideas and concepts "live and reproduce" in our brains, and we'll extend Evolution Science to
see how it also sheds light on cultural evolution.

And third, we'll study religion itself. We'll show that religion is explained clearly and
completely by memetics and by the lessons learned from Darwin's Evolution Science. Darwin
showed that God did not create Man, and now through the study of memetics, we will see that God



did not even create religion. Using Darwin's principles of evolution, applied to culture via meme
theory, we'll see that modern religions are the inevitable result of Darwinistic evolution of culture
and ideas. In this case, survival of the fittest does not necessarily mean survival of the truest.

A Bit About Evolution

Surely, God could have caused birds to fly with their bones made of solid gold, with
their veins full of quicksilver, with their flesh heavier than lead, and with their wings
exceedingly small. He did not, and that ought to show something. It is only in order to
shield your ignorance that you put the Lord at every turn to the refuge of a miracle.

-- Galileo Galilei

Most readers are familiar with Darwin's basic premise: That species evolved via a process of
natural selection. Species are subject to random changes in their genome, and over millions and
billions of generations, this process, which Darwin called "survival of the fittest," has given rise to
the amazing diversity of plants and animals on this Earth.

We saw in the first part of this chapter that memes and genes are both examples of self-
replicating information. It should come as no surprise, then, that the concept of "survival of the
fittest" applies to memes just as it does to biological life. An idea can mutate (change) as it is passed
from one person to the next; ideas compete with each other for "space" in your brain; and ideas
compete for "reproduction time" by being told to the next person. The best jokes are the survivors, the
worst jokes become "extinct."

As we will see, this same principle applies to religious ideas: The fittest religious ideas
survive, and the unfit ones become extinct. And by "fittest" we do not mean the ideas that are true.
Rather, these are the ideas that make people want to believe them, whether true or false, beneficial or
harmful. An idea can be a survivor because it appeals to our hopes, our vanity, or the promise that
Heaven awaits. But an idea can also be a survivor because it preys on our fears and prejudices.
We're afraid of eternal punishment in Hell, we need protection from our enemies, we're afraid of
dying, and we are afraid of the unknown. Ideas that prey on these fears can be just as "fit," that is, they
survive just as well, as those that appeal via positive emotions.

When memes evolve, it is always towards these survivors — the memes that are more believable,
more compelling are the ones that survive and reproduce, while the memes that are less believable
and compelling fade from memory. This is the classic "survival of the fittest" rule. Keep this in mind
as we begin our tour through the natural history of The Religion Virus.



Interlude: Grandpa and the Sunset

I don't know if God exists, but it would be better for His reputation if He didn't.
—Jules Renard (1864-1910)

One evening when [ was twelve years old, Grandpa and I stood silently on the front lawn of the
huge old family farm house in the Central Valley of California, not far from Modesto. It was very
quiet, the sort of quiet you only get far from the city, after the work has stopped on the farm, the
tractors are silent, and the trucks on the highway have all gone on their way. A few crickets were
starting their evening choir. An owl's hoot carried clearly across the forty-acre bean field from the
old dairy barn on the south side, where she made her nest.

The subject that held our rapt attention was the sunset, one of those rare magnificent displays that
follows a spring storm, when the air is crystal clear over the great Central Valley farmlands. The
sun's fading rays illuminated the underside of the high, lingering clouds, making them glow in all
colors, from bright orange near the horizon, to brilliant red above us, to a dull purple behind us
against the faint outline of the snow-capped Sierra Nevada mountains, all set against a sky so blue
and clear it made you dizzy.

As the sunset faded, Grandpa said without turning, "I don't know how you can witness such
magnificence and not believe in God."

Without thinking, the twelve-year-old version of me replied, "I don't see the connection,
Grandpa. Einstein explained why the sky is blue and the sunset's red. He got a Nobel Prize for it. It's
because of the photoelectric effect. You see, the oxygen..."

Grandpa turned and looked at me, and I stopped. Grandpa was an unusual man, a farmer with a
degree from the University of California. In fact, my Grandfather was in the very first class at UC
Davis in 1929, where 1 also got my bachelor's degree forty-nine years later. Grandpa knew about
science, and a bit about physics, and Grandpa knew [ was a science nerd.

There was a moment's silence. "I don't know how I'd survive without God, son. My life has been
very hard and full of misery, but I've kept going because I know I'll get my reward when I die. And
every now and then, God shows me His glory in a sunset."

I didn't know what to say. Grandpa's life miserable? How could this be?

"Even if you don't believe in God, son, you should take time whenever you can to stop and watch
His glorious sunsets. Never forget that."

And I never did. I still think of Grandpa whenever I see a sunset. I know Einstein explained it in
1906, but it's still one of the most beautiful things I've ever seen. Thanks, Grandpa.

But I'll also never forget those sad words, "I don't know how I'd survive without God." Those
eight words were a prison for my Grandpa. He used an imaginary reward in heaven to help him
accept his misery. Instead of making his life better, he did what men and women have been taught to
do for thousands of years: Accept your fate, don't complain, don't question your life, because your
reward comes later.

Grandpa taught me more with those eight sad words than anything he could have explained about
God's majesty revealed in a sunset. His resignation inspired me to make my life better, to fix the



things that are wrong in my life, and to never give up the fight. There is no heaven, and there is no
hell. If my life sucks now, I have to make it better now, because there is no second chance.

And my life is good. Thanks for that lesson, too, Grandpa.



2. Religion's Infancy

The modern-day Western "Abrahamic" religions (Judaism, Christianity and Islam) are all woven
from a common fabric. We begin our study of the Religion Virus with eight major ideas that
developed in the millennia leading up to the birth of Jesus. As we study each idea, try to think of it as
a meme — an evolving, reproducing entity that is competing with other memes, trying to survive, trying
to get passed on to the next generation, just like a gene. Most studies of religious history focus on ow
various ideas gained importance and were incorporated into each religion. In our version of history,
we will learn why these ideas survived, while so many others did not.

The General-Purpose God Meme

If God were suddenly condemned to live the life which He has inflicted upon men, He
would kill Himself.
— Alexandre Dumas, fils

The island of New Guinea is just north of Australia at the southwest edge of the Pacific Ocean,

and is the world's second-largest island. It was "discovered" by Europeans in the early 16" century,
but largely ignored until the mid-1800s, when missionaries and traders began to settle there. New
Guinea was variously claimed and abandoned by a string of European nations; eventually the Western
half, Irian Jaya (now called Papua), became a territory of Indonesia, and in 1975 the Eastern part
gained independence and is today called Papua New Guinea.

In the 1930s, something remarkable happened. New Guinea's interior is very steep mountainous,
carpeted by thick rain forests, and it was believed to be completely uninhabited. The Dutch
government, hoping for profits from their colony, mounted an expedition into the interior, looking for
gold or other minerals in the rugged mountains. Much to their surprise, instead of an uninhabited
jungle, they found a civilization. And not just a few sparse settlements, but almost a million people.
Over the next few decades, the ongoing discoveries of more and more of the tribes in these
impossibly steep and rugged highlands was electrifying news to the anthropology community; it was
actually the last great discovery of a large, "primitive" society in the history of the world. In spite of
the technological miracles of the twentieth century, a million people were still almost completely
isolated from the rest of humanity.

One of these New Guinean highlands tribes is called the Amung. Due to the steep mountains and
deep valleys of the New Guinean highlands, the highland peoples were mostly isolated from the
lowlanders, and many of the tribes were even isolated from each other for thousands of years. Before
they were relocated by the Dutch Government and priests of the Catholic Church to make way for
exploitation of their land, the Amung occupied seventeen valleys in the Sudirman Mountains.

The Amung had a typical animism spiritual belief system, where "anima" is used in its root form
to mean "animated," or literally, the soul. Dr. Carolyn D. Turinsky Cook studied the Amung
extensively; she writes:

Indigenous peoples like the Amung, believe that all matter is fundamentally alive. Life
can be found in rocks, trees, mountains and rivers as well as in people. ... Their belief



system contains a combination of earth spirits [and] ancestor spirits ...

In other words, the Amung did not have an idea of "gods" that are separate from nature; spirits
and nature were one and the same. Their religion wasn't separate from their lives, such as a church
that you attend only on Sunday; instead, they were immersed in their religion throughout their lives. In
a sense, the spirits are part of the community rather than separate from it.

If you counted gods down through the centuries since recorded history began, there would be one
glaring trend: As the centuries go by, there are fewer and fewer gods, but those that remain are vested
with more and more powers.

The earliest beliefs that can be identified as religious are usually animism, like the Amung
people's society. That is, people would "animate" the objects that were important to their survival.
Crops and trees, deer and bears, the sun and moon, rainclouds, a spear or axe — all of the things that
were important to people — were imagined to have personalities and motivations. A tricky whirlpool
in the river wants to suck the canoe to doom, and the canoeist must outwit it (it's personal, the
canoeist versus the whirlpool). A cloud may have sympathy for a village and provide rain if the
village pleads their need and performs the correct ritual. A deer may agree to sacrifice itself if the
hunter explains that his children are hungry.

These spirits must be variously consulted, avoided, appeased, tricked, and prayed to, as part of
everyday life. People in these societies interact with these spirits much like they interact with each
other — as more-or-less equals. Each spirit has an obvious and direct purpose: The deer's spirit
protects the deer, the moon's spirit guides it across the sky, and the cloud's spirit decides when rain
should fall. If you need the spirit's help, you ask for it.

Dr. Turinsky Cook writes about the Amung people's daily lives:

No place of any significance, even the smallest, the rocks, the hills, and streams ever
went without a name in the Amung land. The Amung mountains to the north are the
domain of their ancestor spirits. They are sacred and connected to many myths and
legends. Daily life reflects the place of spirituality and the connection of the Amung to
their land. ...

The values and regulations in the Amung social system reveal a respect and fear of some
power other than that of people, be it ancestor spirits [or] earth spirits... This gives
them a basic framework for their interactions with other people.

As time passes and societies mature, "meta spirits" (literally, spirits above the spirits) arise that
are tied to groups rather than specific objects: There might be a bear spirit in charge of all bear-
individuals, or a weather spirit in charge of all clouds. These spirits become more powerful with
time, and have less and less attachment to the physical world. The borderline between "spirit" and
"god" is a grey area, but after a while, these spirits become more and more powerful, and are
properly called gods.

Once gods become abstract (not tied to a specific object), the next development is gods for
concepts rather than things. These gods can answer prayers for abstract concepts, such as love,
justice, and war. Praying to the spirit of a rock or deer doesn't help a jilted lover, but praying to a god
might.

This was the first step in the evolution of the General Purpose God meme. Religion had evolved
from animism gods (spirits) that were tied to specific, physical things (a bear, a tree) with a narrowly
defined purpose, to gods that were responsible for whole classes of things (all bears, all trees), and



then to things that are purely conceptual (love) or were human activities (war).

The trend of fewer, more powerful gods continues: The gods begin taking on multiple tasks, so
that you might pray to one god for several things. The diminishing set of gods also takes on a
hierarchy, with greater and lesser gods. Sooner or later a greatest god emerges, sometimes a mother
figure, sometimes a father figure.

This trend in the history of religious development spans an amazing array of human societies.
Certainly not all societies, and certainly there are societies which haven't reached the "endpoint" of
monotheism, but in broad terms, societies tend to start with animism, then move to a polytheistic
religion, and then towards a hierarchy of gods, which culminates in a few a few dominant gods or a
single god. This 1s a sweeping generalization, but it gives us an important overall picture.

Neither Abraham (about 2000 to 1900 BCE), nor Moses (around 1200 BCE) were monotheists.
They were immersed in and part of a polytheistic culture that included many gods. Abraham and his
descendants, down to Moses and the Israelites, did not believe that Yahweh (today's "God") was the
only god. They believed in, and sometimes worshipped, the gods Baal, Asherah, Anat, and many
others.

According to the Book of Genesis, Abraham made a covenant with God ("El"), promising that in
exchange for sole recognition of El as his supreme deity, Abraham would be blessed with
innumerable progeny, and God would protect and favor Abraham's people. Clearly Abraham was a
pagan: Why would El ask for loyalty if Abraham was already a monotheist? When Abraham agreed to
this covenant, Yahweh (who wasn't called by that name yet) became the Israelites' protector, and the
Israelites promised to forgo worshipping the other gods.

But this didn't work very well. How could one pray to Yahweh, a war god, for fertility or good
crops? Most of the Israelites knew this. They paid their homage to Yahweh, but they also prayed to
the traditional gods as the need arose. The Israelites thought it would be foolhardy to ignore the
blessings that other gods could provide, just because Yahweh was jealous. In times of peace, it was
easy to forget the covenant that Abraham made with God.

By the time of Moses, plenty of war, plague and pestilence had been rained down on the
Israelites, and the traditionalists claimed that this was their punishment: They were ignoring
Abraham's covenant with El, and they'd lost the favor of God. So according to the Biblical history,
Yahweh appeared before Moses, and essentially started over: A new covenant was made, Yahweh
issued new laws, and the Israelites renewed their commitment to worship only Yahweh.

It is especially interesting to note that when Yahweh appears to Moses in the burning bush, he
insists that he is in fact El Shaddai, the god of Abraham.

I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of
Jacob.
— Exodus 3:6

Moses believed in many gods, so Yahweh had to explain to Moses exactly which god Moses
was talking to; that not only was He the God of Moses' own father, he was also the God of Abraham
and his descendants. Indeed, Yahweh emphasizes four times in Exodus 3 that He 1s the same god that
Abraham worshipped.

Now the Israelites were really in a bind. They'd promised their loyalty to Yahweh twice, first
with Abraham, and again with Moses. Yet Yahweh's command prohibiting the worship of other gods
was problematic: How could Yahweh, who was also known as Yahweh Sabaoth, the God of Armies,



help when it came to delivering a healthy baby, or ensuring a good harvest? To whom should a young
maiden pray to for love? To whom could the sick father pray to get his health back so that he could
once again care for his family? Who would answer a prayer for a sick bull to get well? This
introduced a strain into the religion of the Israelites: Their promise to Yahweh was at odds with their
spiritual needs.

As time went by, the Israelites' concept of Yahweh followed the path we described above:
Yahweh became (in their minds) more and more powerful, finally becoming the master of all things,
not just war. It was said that Yahweh could answer all prayers, and more and more Israelites found it
acceptable to pray only to Yahweh. By the time of Jesus, the Jews believed Yahweh was the
"almighty," creator of the universe, all-wise and all-knowing, and able to answer all prayers.

This was the final step in the evolution of the General-Purpose-God meme. Previously, Yahweh
could demand absolute loyalty from the Israelites, but it was hard for them to obey because they
needed other gods' help. But after the Yahweh meme evolved to be a general-purpose god, for the
first time in human history it became possible for a god to demand, and receive, absolute loyalty.

Why was the General-Purpose God meme a good mutation for the Yahweh memeplex? Because
a "one stop shopping" god meme is easier to worship than a bunch of specialty god-memes. You can
make all your requests in a single prayer. The Yahweh meme had transitioned from a specialty god
who could only serve you in war, to a god who served your every need. This was a huge step toward
making Yahweh into the Almighty God we know today.

While this story may be new to some readers, any historian would point out that we've just
retold a story that can be found in thousands of history books, including the Old Testament itself. This
is where our study of memes comes in. History books tell us what happened, but Darwin's principles
of evolution, applied to memes, can help us understand why it happened.

The General-Purpose-God meme, at each point in history, was not a single concept, but rather
was a large body of similar ideas being taught by parents, teachers and religious leaders to each other
and to the next generation of children. The General-Purpose-God meme essentially tells us, "Which
prayers can Yahweh answer?"

You can think of each person's particular answer to this question an "individual meme", and the
whole society's group of answers as a "species of memes" that is evolving. Like plants and animals,
each individual (each person's specific answer to the question, "Which prayers can Yahweh
answer?") has some probability of reproducing, of somebody else accepting that answer into his/her
own set of beliefs. "Survival of the fittest" means that the more likable, appealing versions of the
Yahweh will spread, and the dislikable versions will lose popularity and become extinct. This
process continued with each generation. Ideas are not static, but constantly shift as they are retold, as
society changes, as the physical environment (the world) changes, and as many other forces change
people's ideas. As the generations and millennia passed, the Al/-Purpose God meme continued to
vary, to be retold in different ways, and different versions were believed to varying degrees by the
next generation.

By the time of Jesus, the answer to this question, "Which prayers can Yahweh answer?" was
radically different than in Abraham's time. Abraham's god-of-armies Yahweh was a specialist, a god
of war; the All-Purpose God meme hadn't evolved yet. But the relentless process of mutation and
selection altered this aspect of Yahweh. The Al/l-Purpose God meme was the survivor, while the god-
of-war meme became extinct.



The Monotheism Meme

The gods too are fond of a joke.
— Aristotle (384-322 BC)

When Yahweh became an all-purpose god, it was no longer necessary to worship other gods —
Yahweh could handle all the prayer needs of the Israelites. But this did notr make the Jews
monotheists, far from it. Although they only worshipped Yahweh, many or most Israelites were
pagans for the centuries leading up to the time of Moses. The idea that Yahweh was the only god
would have seemed absurd to most Israelites, even though they worshipped Yahweh exclusively.

In Abraham's time, the Israelites, and pretty much everyone in the world, were polytheists, and
actively worshipped many gods. According to the Abrahamic history known as the Tanakh (Jews) or
the Old Testament (Christians), God ("El") revealed himself to Abraham. Although the seed of
monotheism was started, it didn't really take hold until the time of Moses, and even then, the Jews
weren't completely converted to monotheism until around the time of Jesus. Old traditions die hard.
Most Israelites knew that Yahweh was their special god, but they also believed in the traditional
gods.

We can see this in a number of biblical passages, for example:

Now I know that the LORD is greater than all gods: for in the thing wherein they dealt
proudly he was above them.
— Exodus 18:11

The temple I am going to build will be great, because our God is greater than all other
gods.
— 2 Chronicles 2:5

The rise of true monotheism among the Jews took hold with Moses, a story that we outlined
briefly in the previous section, the General-Purpose God meme. During Moses' time, the Jews
renewed their covenant with Yahweh, but more importantly, over the next millennium, they slowly
became convinced that Yahweh was the only god, and that the other gods were fictional. Strictly
speaking, Moses' people were henotheistic, that 1s, they were devoted to one god, Yahweh, but
believed in the existence of many gods.

By the time the prophet Isaiah had his revelation (ca 746 BCE), monotheism was getting a strong
foothold in Jewish theology:

Remember the former things of old: for I am God, and there is none else; I am God, and
there is none like me,
— Isaiah 44:9

And shortly after Isaiah, Deuteronomy had a profound influence on the rise of monotheism among
the Jews. Although the authorship and date of Deuteronomy is uncertain, it seems to have been written
around 700 BCE. Deuteronomy contains at least a dozen warnings against idolatry, which is clearly
seen as a rebellion against Yahweh. In Deuteronomy, there 1s no room for polytheism.

But polytheism was not dead yet among the Jews — many still worshipped the old gods. The
prophet Jeremiah, who lived at the time of the destruction of Solomon's Temple (around 587/6 BC),
had to listen to the complaints of the Jewish women of Egypt:

"We will not listen to your messages from the Lord! We will do whatever we want. We



will burn incense and pour out liquid offerings to the Queen of Heaven [Isis/Ishtar] just
as much as we like — just as we, and our ancestors, and our kings and officials have
always done in the towns of Judah and in the streets of Jerusalem. For in those days we
had plenty to eat, and we were well off and had no troubles! But ever since we quit
burning incense to the Queen of Heaven and stopped worshiping her with liquid
offerings, we have been in great trouble and have been dying from war and famine."
—Jeremiah 44:15-18

In spite of incidents like this one, the Jewish people were becoming more and more
monotheistic. Jewish rabbis and philosophers argued that Yahweh was not only their special god, but
that he was the only god. Yahweh morphed from a god with whom Abraham dined with as one might
a neighbor, to a mighty god that Moses addressed in person but with great fear, to an almighty, all-
knowing, and also unknowable, and unique supreme being.

The Monotheism meme has had a profound influence on its believers, convincing them that not
only is Yahweh the one god, but also erasing and revising their own history, convincing believers of
the meme that the Israelites were always monotheists. Yet polytheism can be plainly seen in the Old
Testament where it discusses the other gods:

God standeth in the congregation of the mighty; he judgeth among the gods. ... I have
said, Ye are gods, and all of you are children of the most High. But ye shall die like men,
and fall like one of the princes.

— Psalm 82

Who is like unto thee, O Lord, among the gods?
— Exodus 15:11

And the king will do according to his pleasure; and he will exalt himself and magnify
himself over every god, and against the God of gods he will speak outrageous things...
— Daniel 11:35

For thou, Lord, art high above all the earth: thou art exalted far above all gods.
— Psalm 97:9

The Monotheism meme has been so effective that today, most Jews, Christians and Muslims
don't even realize that the Israelites from Abraham's time down to Moses' time were polytheists. The
Monotheism meme has wiped out the genuine polytheistic history, and replaced it with a history in
which the Jews were monotheistic from the start.

What can Darwin's theory of evolution tell us about monotheism? One of the most interesting
outcomes of natural selection and "survival of the fittest" is that if any two species fill the same
ecological niche, that is, if both "make their living" the exact same way, one will quickly dominate
and the other will become extinct. Two species that are in perfect balance in the same ecological
niche are like a pin balanced on its point: It's an inherently unstable situation, and the pin will fall one
way or the other no matter how perfectly you balance it. In the case of competing species, if one has
even the slightest survival advantage over the other (and in real life, there are always differences),
the relentless forces of natural selection make quick work of the less-adapted species.

In primitive animism, each spirit has a very specific ecological niche — the bear spirit does bear
stuff, and the cloud spirit does weather stuff, and the two don't compete at all for survival. They
"live" in separate ecological niches. But, we already learned how, as time passed, the multitude of
spirits narrowed down into fewer gods, and then into just a few gods. At the same time, these gods



become more general, and therein lies the problem: At some point, their "ecological niches" started to
overlap, and they started competing with one another for attention. Just as in nature, if two gods serve
the same purpose, it's unlikely that both will survive.

There 1s a remarkable parallel between Yahweh's evolution and humankind's. Humans have
become generalists: We can live almost anywhere on Earth, and can eat just about anything. We have
become competitors to just about every large animal on Earth, and in fact many species have been
pushed to the brink of extinction, or are actually extinct, because we humans have encroached on their
resources, taken over or destroyed their habitat, or consumed all their food or water.

In just the same way, Yahweh became a generalist. He usurped the roles of all other gods,
causing the extinction of nearly all of them in the Western world. Memetic evolution theory predicts
exactly what we find in today's religions: The many gods of earlier times have been replaced by a
generalist, a single god that has taken over the "religion ecosphere."

The Intolerance Meme

In every country and in every age, the priest has been hostile to liberty. He is always in
alliance with the despot, abetting his abuses in return for protection to his own.
— Thomas Jefferson, Letter to H. Spafford, 1814

Old gods, including Yahweh, had flaws that were remarkably human in nature. Dionysus (also
known as Bacchus) was the god of wine, party and fertility. Apollo killed Marsyas for besting him in
a music contest. Aphrodite is almost always characterized as unfaithful to her husband, vain, bad-
tempered and easy to offend. The "sins" of Zeus are almost too many to count: Rapist, murderer,
pederast, liar, and torturer. Queen Isis, though worshipped as the perfect wife and mother, was
incestuously married to her brother. And Yahweh himself is well documented for the floods, plagues
and other calamities he caused.

But for all of their flaws, the Greek and Roman gods, and in fact the gods of all pagan religions,
had one universal virtue: They didn't require their worshippers to kil/ anyone who worshipped
another god. That distinction belongs to Yahweh.

In ancient times, no matter which god you worshipped at home, it was considered good manners,
and a good idea, to pay respects to the god of your host when you visited. Travelers would, as a
matter of politeness, stop into the local temples and make offerings to the local gods, and the gods of
their hosts. It was also common, indeed required, to worship different gods for different purposes.
There was no point worshipping a love goddess when you were planting your crops, or making an
offering to a war god when you were hoping for better weather. For most of humanity's history, the
idea of worshipping just one god was unthinkable.

The corollary to this is that pagan worshippers are not usually inclined to tell one another how
or whom to worship. Polytheism is inherently a tolerant set of beliefs, a sort of live-and-let-live
philosophy. To the pagan, the choice of which god to worship is pragmatic and situational, that is, it
depends on what you need and why you are praying. A man or woman who worshipped the "wrong"
god might be considered foolish, but it was hardly an affront to other worshippers.

Certainly there were exceptions. The best known resulted in the Maccabeen Revolt, which is
celebrated as Hanukkah by the Jews. Antiochus Epiphanes, emperor of the Seleucid Empire, had
prohibited Jewish religious practices, defiled the Second Temple of Jerusalem, and demanded that
the Jews pay homage to the Greek gods. Mattathias the Hasmonean and his five sons (known as the



Maccabees) sparked a revolt that ultimately overthrew the Syrian rule and restored the Second
Temple and the Jew's religious freedom.

However, even this example of pagan religious intolerance is not what it seems. In fact, it was
not a religious intolerance at all; rather, it was a strategic battle tactic: The anti-Jewish edicts issued
by Antiochus were simply a way of flushing out his enemies. By the time of Antiochus, most Jews
were monotheists, and were remarkable (for that time) in that they refused, even under pain of death,
to worship other gods, to work on the Sabbath, or to eat pork. Antiochus recognized this for what it
was: a military vulnerability. Jews could easily be identified, especially the hard-line Jews, by
asking them to pay respects to a god besides Yahweh.

Ironically, even though the Jews were victims of persecution for their religion, it was the Jewish
religion that became the cradle of religious intolerance.

Prior to Antiochus' anti-Jewish edicts and the Maccabee revolt, the Jews had already laid the
three cornerstones of the foundation of religious intolerance. We've already studied them: The
General-Purpose-God meme, the Monotheism meme, and Moses' covenant with Yahweh to make
Yahweh the exclusive god of the Jews. In a nutshell, these three ideas taught that you could worship
just one god, you should worship just one god, and that all other gods are false. That is, the Jews
invented the idea that, "We are right, and you are wrong."

The real birth of the Intolerance meme is described in the book of Deuteronomy, probably
written around 700 BCE, when it became forbidden and sinful to worship other gods. Prior to that,
even though the Jews believed that they were Yahweh's chosen people, and that Yahweh's protection
depended on their fidelity to Yahweh, the Jews had no real issue with those who didn't follow their
faith. Like the pagans, the Jews simply considered others misguided. But with Deuteronomy, the
Intolerance meme had finally matured; now worship of other gods was considered a mortal affront to
Yahweh, and had to be suppressed.

The genesis of the Intolerance meme triggered one of the of the first great acts of religious
genocide, by the Jewish king Josiah (622 BCE):

In his twelfth year he began to purge Judah and Jerusalem of high places, Asherah
poles, carved idols and cast images. Under his direction the altars of the Baals were
torn down; he cut to pieces the incense altars that were above them, and smashed the
Asherah poles, the idols and the images. ... He burned the bones of the priests on their
altars ... he tore down the altars and the Asherah poles and crushed the idols to powder

and cut to pieces all the incense altars throughout Israel.
— 2 Chronicles 34

It was a terrible tragedy in the history of humankind. But it was justified by the newly evolved
Intolerance meme:

and when the LORD your God has delivered them over to you and you have defeated
them, then you must destroy them totally. Make no treaty with them, and show them no
mercy. ... Break down their altars, smash their sacred stones, cut down their Asherah
poles and burn their idols in the fire. ... The LORD your God has chosen you out of all
the peoples on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession. ... You
must destroy all the peoples the LORD your God gives over to you. Do not look on them
with pity and do not serve their gods, for that will be a snare to you

— from Deuteronomy 7



This was a very important mutation in the religion memeplexes. For the first time, a major
religion had an official, written policy that other religion memeplexes were to be actively destroyed,
rather than ignored or tolerated.

Compare this to biological evolution. The Yahweh memeplex reinvented one of the strategies
we find in the animal kingdom: In addition to out-breeding competitors, you can also kill your
competitors outright to make room for your own offspring. An unpleasant example of this is found in
primate species such as chimpanzees. Dr. Jane Goodall reported that a male chimpanzee will
sometimes murder the infant child of an unfamiliar female. While this horrifies us, it makes
evolutionary sense: Chimpanzees are promiscuous within their own group, so a male chimpanzee
can't know which infants in his group are his own offspring. But the infant of a female who has
recently joined the group is certainly not the child of any male in the group. By murdering the infant,
the male chimpanzee makes the female come into fertility sooner, which increases his own chances of
fathering a child by her.

This is exactly what the Yahweh memeplex did, as chronicled in Deuteronomy: Rather than
competing with the other god memes on merit (Which god can grant the most prayers? Which god can
protect his worshippers best?), the Yahweh meme mutated, causing its believers to kil/ the believers
of other god memes. By destroying the other religion's temples and murdering their priests, the
Yahweh meme increased its own chances of survival and reproduction, just as the chimpanzee male
did by murdering the unfamiliar infant.

The Globalization Meme

Religion is a man using a divining rod. Philosophy is a man using a pick and shovel.
— Author Unknown

We've already discussed how the earliest religions, which were mostly animism, put spirits in
various objects, such as animals and trees. At the other end of history, we find that Yahweh, God of
the Jews, Muslims and Christians, created the universe, pervades everything, and knows everything,
That's quite a change in how supernatural beings are viewed.

When first conceived, a god or supernatural being is usually tied to a particular place.

At one time they lived in Mesopotamia, because they [the Israelites] did not wish to
follow the gods of their ancestors who were in Chaldea. Since they had abandoned the
ways of their ancestors, and worshiped the God of heaven, the God they had come to
know, their ancestors drove them out from the presence of their gods.

— Book of Judith, 5:7-8

In other words, the old gods of the Israelites' ancestors were local gods, tied to a particular
region. If you left that region, your gods couldn't hear your prayers.

A god's meme can mutate via the Globalization meme, that is, the god breaks loose from that
place and becomes a god of a wider area, or of the whole world. Once globalized, the god can
answer prayers, help friends, and punish enemies, anywhere in the world.

Imagine that Hawai'ian worshippers decided to spread a cult of Pele, Goddess of the Volcano,
to the rest of the world. To begin with, Pele lives on Mauna Loa, and is well known for her violent
temper, and for giving out justice. Those who are cruel or disrespectful have their homes or crops
destroyed by the lava from her volcano. But if the Hawai'ians sent a missionary to the Dine'é (Navajo
Nation) of America's southwest, they would be unlikely to get any converts. The Diné¢ would



probably respect the Hawai'ian's god, but it would be a waste of time for the Diné to worship Pele —
what good could it possibly bring? How could Pele punish the Diné who were cruel or disrespectful?
Pele lives on Mauna Loa, and her lava can't reach the Diné.

Even Yahweh started out as a regional god. During the time of Exodus, when the Jews had to
leave their homeland, many feared that they would be in foreign lands where Yahweh could no longer
hear them. This fear seems silly today, but only because the Globalization meme has done its work:
All Abrahamic religions now believe that Yahweh is a universal god, who can be worshipped from
anywhere. And, like the Monotheism meme, the Globalization meme has altered history, such that
most who worship Yahweh today would deny that their ancestors thought of Yahweh as anything but
the Almighty God. But it wasn't trivial at the time of Exodus, because the Globalization meme hadn't
done its full work yet; leaving their homeland and their god was a huge blow to some of the Israelites.

One of the most brilliant insights of Charles Darwin was his argument that population size alone
is a predictor of the survival of a species. Let's imagine there are two species of wolves that compete
with each other for food, shelter and other resources, and that one of the two species has a much
larger range, and many more individual wolves, than the other. All else being equal, the larger
population of wolves is much more likely to survive and supplant the smaller population than the
other way around. Why is this?

To begin with, the more populous wolf species is more likely to survive a catastrophe (a bitter
winter, a deadly disease) just because there are more of them. But more importantly, the larger
population of wolves has more genetic diversity, and variations ("mutations") of the genes are the
raw material for evolution. As conditions change, new competitors arrive, new diseases attack, and
so forth, the larger population's greater genetic diversity makes it more likely that it will be able to
adapt. "Survival of the fittest" only works when there are differences between individuals, and the
larger population has more differences.

Going back to the Globalization meme, which converted Yahweh from a regional god to a god
who could be worshipped anywhere, we can now see why this is important. A regional god-meme
has a small population, and less diversity (fewer "mutations") than a god who is worshipped over a
wide area. As Yahweh's territory expanded, the Yahweh meme became more and more likely to
survive. Like the wolves, no single catastrophe (a religious massacre, a competing religion) was
likely to destroy it, and like any large population, the increased diversity in the species (that is,
various notions of who/what Yahweh is) provided better adaptability, more "raw material" for the
process of natural selection to work on.

Without the Globalization meme, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam would be nothing more than a
local phenomenon in the Middle East, and might have died out altogether. But with it, these three
religions have spread widely.

The Abstract-God Meme

Religion is a monumental chapter in the history of human egotism.
— William James

The gods of primitive societies usually aren't much different from humans. In fact, they were
thought to be "of the Earth," that is, made of the same stuff as you and me, only vested with
supernatural powers. In fact, many early gods are thought to originate as ordinary humans, but upon
their death, they gain godly powers.



The Hawai'ian goddess Pele, mentioned in the previous section, is an example of such a god.
According to legend, Pele was a Tahitian girl with a violent temper who, because of constant fighting
(in particular with her sister), was exiled from Tahiti. She set off in a canoe, pursued by her sister;
the two eventually fought near Hana on the island of Maui, where Pele was torn apart by her sister.
She became a goddess at that point, and made her home in the volcano Kilauea on Mauna Loa, on the
Big Island of Hawai'i.

Pele was what we might call a same-stuff-as-us god: She was made of earthly matter, even
though she had supernatural powers.

The Yahweh of Abraham and Moses was also a same-stuff-as-us god. Consider these passages:

So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak. When the man saw
that he could not overpower him, he touched the socket of Jacob's hip so that his hip was
wrenched as he wrestled with the man. Then the man said, "Let me go, for it is
daybreak." But Jacob replied, "I will not let you go unless you bless me." The man asked
him, "What is your name?" "Jacob," he answered. Then the man said, "Your name will
no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you have struggled with God and with men and

have overcome.
— Genesis 32

By the first century BCE, this sort of story would have been absurd to the Jews — that a man
could wrestle Yahweh to a draw. But when Genesis was written, it made perfect sense, because
Yahweh was a same-stuff-as-humans god. And consider this:

The LORD appeared to Abraham near the great trees of Mamre while he was sitting at
the entrance to his tent in the heat of the day. Abraham looked up and saw three men

standing nearby.
— Genesis 18:1

Abraham seems to know right away that this is Yahweh and two angels, because he immediately
offers them hospitality. But Abraham's wife Sarah laughs at Yahweh's prediction that Sarah, who was
already very old, would have a child. It's only when Yahweh says, "Is anything too hard for the
Lord?" that Sarah suddenly realizes who this man is, and becomes frightened because she laughed at
His prediction.

Many generations later, the Yahweh of Moses has become more exalted, yet he still visits Moses
in person in Moses' tent. Moses request to see Yahweh's glory, but Yahweh explains that,

"I will cause all my goodness to pass in front of you, and I will proclaim my name, the
LORD, in your presence. ... But," he said, "you cannot see my face, for no one may see
me and live. ... There is a place near me where you may stand on a rock. When my glory
passes by, I will put you in a cleft in the rock and cover you with my hand until I have
passed by. Then I will remove my hand and you will see my back, but my face must not
be seen.”

— Exodus 33:19-23

In other words, Yahweh was still an of-this-Earth god, made of the same stuff as you and me, but

his exaltedness and powers had increased such that no mortal man could look on his face, only his
back.

A "same stuff as us" god, such as Abraham's or Moses' Yahweh, is hard to reconcile with the
idea that "God created the universe." We've already studied three other related memes: General-



Purpose God (answers all prayers); Monotheism (the one and only god); and Globalization (god is
everywhere). How could a god who fit these three criteria also be made of the same stuff as you and
me? How could a god who created the universe also be part of the universe?

This question didn't trouble the Israelites very much until well after the time of Moses, possibly
because the above-mentioned three memes weren't fully developed yet. Yahweh had changed quite a
lot from Abraham's time, becoming more powerful and much less like an ordinary human, yet the
Israelites had not really formulated the question, "Is Yahweh of this world, or separate from it?"
Yahweh was powerful, but was still a god who occupied the same world as humans.

In another part of the world, the Greeks were developing one of the most influential schools of
philosophy in the history of the world. Beginning with Thales, Pythagoras and the other pre-Socratic
philosophers, the Greeks started to reject mystical explanations of nature and look for rational
explanations. We must be careful here when using the word "rational," because it might seem to imply
that other religions were "irrational" in the modern, negative sense of that word, which is not what
we mean. The word "rational," when used to describe philosophy, has a very specific, mathematical-
like definition. It means a system of beliefs in which truth is not found in sensory or emotional
evidence, but rather starts from known truths, then uses intellect and deductive logic to extend the
truth to new areas. This study of rational thought continued through Socrates, Plato and Aristotle,
names that even today are known to virtually everyone in the Western world.

The Greeks, particularly Aristotle, gave a great deal of thought to the origins of the universe, and
were the first to formulate a clear question about body-versus-soul and a material-versus-ethereal
god. That is, is the human soul made of the same stuff as the human body, and are gods made of the
same stuff as the universe?

In Aristotle's theology, the creator could not be a personal god, and could not logically be both
the creator of the world, and be part of that world, for how could a god be part of the world that he
himself had created? Using the methods of rational thought, Aristotle concluded that, once the
universe was created, the creator could not influence it or be influenced by it. Because of this
separation, he coined the term "Unmoved Mover" to capture his concept of the creator.

The Jews and Greeks were thrown together by history in the fourth century BCE, when
Alexander of Macedonia defeated Darius III of Persia, and the Greeks began to move eastward into
Asia and on to Africa. The Jews encountered a culture steeped in Greek Rationalism, and a culture
that had no acquaintance with their god, Yahweh. As with many invasions, the two cultures began
mixing, each learning from and contributing to the other. Many Jews found Greek rationalism exciting
and innovative. The Greeks were still strongly polytheistic, so it was easy for them to include a study
of Yahweh in their religion. The Greeks read the Jewish scriptures (which were quickly translated to
Greek, producing the version known as the Septuagint), and often listened to the sermons of the
Jewish rabbis.

Aristotle's Unmoved Mover was intellectually interesting, but was a distant, impersonal god.
Compared to the Yahweh that the Jews worshipped, Aristotle's Unmoved Mover was boring. (From
our memetic point of view, Aristotle's Unmoved Mover was not a survivor meme — it didn't appeal to
the masses and so became extinct.) Yet, the Greek Rationalists' philosophy had a strong influence on
the Jews, because it raised the question: Is Yahweh the same stuff as the world, or is Yahweh
something different?

The intellectual peace between the Greeks and Jews didn't last long — the Jews' monotheism and



refusal to honor Greek gods was offensive to the Greeks. But the seed was sown, the questions asked.

In parallel with the Greek rationalist "invasion" into Jewish thought, the Jews' concept of
Yahweh was getting more and more exalted and abstract, under the influence of the General-Purpose
God, Monotheism, and Globalization memes. This abstraction became problematic: How could such
an exalted Yahweh sit down to dinner with Abraham, or have any of the numerous conversations
described in the Torah?

This caused a dissonance in the Jewish beliefs. On the one hand, the Torah had a number of
stories that described Yahweh in plain terms as though he was a same-stuff-as-us god. On the other
hand, the Greeks had introduced Rationalism that couldn't be ignored, showing that such a god was
logically impossible. Jewish scholars debated this question, and introduced various explanations of
these stories, and of Yahweh. Recall that polytheism was not entirely gone from Jewish culture in the
time between Moses and Jesus, so some believed that Yahweh was created by a greater god. Others
argued that the rationalists were wrong, that a god such as Yahweh wasn't bound by logic and could
both create the universe and be part of it. And others argued for a Yahweh more like Aristotle's, one
who was separate from the universe; that the stories of Yahweh were metaphorical, not historical.

In the end, the meme that survived, the "fittest," was a new blend of ideas, one that could satisfy
both the Rationalists and the historical accounts in Genesis. The new meme said that Yahweh was
separated from his actions on Earth. This new concept states that we can never know Yahweh
himself, who is utterly beyond human comprehension, but Yahweh is able to alter events on Earth, or
speak to humans, by creating apparitions (using earthly matter) that serve his purpose on Earth. It was
these apparitions, not Yahweh himself, that Jacob wrestled with, and with whom Moses made his
covenant.

This is the real genesis of the Abstract God meme. God is not the same-stuff-as-us, but rather is
a different, unknowable being, outside of the material universe, which He created, yet he can still act
in the material world by making physical apparitions that we simple humans can tolerate and
comprehend.

Notice how the Jews' new concept of Yahweh was an improvement on both their own theology,
and on Aristotle's. Aristotle's Unmoved Mover failed the test of evolutionary survivability, because
there was nothing to worship. Why pray to a god who can't interact with your universe? The Jews had
adopted (or rediscovered) Aristotle's concept of an abstract, not-of-this-universe god, but improved
on it. They eliminated the same-stuff-as-us paradox, but unlike Aristotle, the Jew's Yahweh could
vanquish enemies, answer their prayers, and be a loving father figure too.

Why i1s the Abstract-God meme so important to the Abrahamic religions? On the surface, it
seems like a fairly esoteric topic. The memes we studied earlier had a fairly direct influence on
Yahweh's ability to spread and supplant other religion memes. The Abstract-God meme is much more
subtle: It supports the other memes, particularly the General-Purpose God meme. It turned Yahweh
from a being who was personal and rather human, into something incomprehensible and unknowable.
Furthermore, Greek rational philosophy had thrown a spanner in the works by pointing out that God
couldn't both create the world and be part of it. The Abstract-God meme answered these questions by
making Yahweh abstract, but with manifestations that were within human comprehension. Yahweh
could both create the universe (without being part of it), and participate in the universe.

Although the Abstract-God meme was fairly well established before the birth of Jesus, the life
and death of Jesus raised this same question all over again, and was a key factor in the first great



division of Christianity, called the "Great Schism" or the "East-West Schism" that divided Christians
into the Roman and Greek churches. The Roman Emperor Constantine (280-337 AD) is called the
first Christian Emperor, although the sincerity of his death-bed acceptance of Christ is questioned by
some. During his reign, he ended official persecution of Christians, and declared that all religions
were to be tolerated in the Roman Empire. It is likely that his alliance with Christians was political
rather than from true faith, but whatever his motives, Christians could, for the first time, worship
openly, and could publicly debate the theological details of Christian beliefs.

Most Christians of the third century AD believed that Jesus was divine. But this presented
problems, due to the Abstract God meme: If Jesus was divine, was he also human (same-stuff-as-us),
was he similar nature to The Father (Yahweh), or was he the same nature as The Father? Was Jesus
the same as Yahweh, or a separate divine entity? Was he born divine, or promoted to divinity as a
sign of Yahweh's favor when he died?

In essence, it reopened the question: Is God a same-stuff-as-us god, or an ethereal god, but this
time, the question was for Jesus, not Yahweh.

The debate caused by this seemingly esoteric and unanswerable question was crucial to the
Christian community, and caused huge divisions within its ranks. To an outsider, the debate seems
impossibly complex, almost absurd, with various sides arguing vigorously about positions that are
hard to distinguish from one another. To the Christians, it was at the very heart of their faith.

The Christian Church was by then a powerful force in the empire, and the controversy over the
details of Christ's divinity became so heated that Emperor Constantine couldn't ignore it. At first he
instructed the church leaders, "... each one of you, showing consideration for the other, listen to the
impartial exhortation of your fellow-servant." But the disagreements raged on, and in the year 325
Constantine finally summoned a council of delegates to Nicaea to address the question once and for
all. The result was the Nicene Creed, a document that became the foundation of modern Western
Christianity, and the Roman Catholic Church in particular. In it, the Council declared that:

We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of all things visible and invisible.
And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten of the Father [the only-begotten;
that is, of the essence of the Father, God of God], Light of Light, very God of very God,
begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father...

In other words, the "same nature as The Father" faction prevailed. But although the Council of
Nicaea issued this creed, the controversy continued. Members of the various factions were sent into
exile and then recalled, gained the favor of the emperor and then lost it again.

Five decades later, a second Council at Nicaea was called to once again try to reconcile these
questions. The Nicene Creed originally declared that, "We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and
Giver of life, who proceeds from the Father..." The Western (Roman) faction inserted the so-called
filioque clause into the Nicene Creed, changing it to, "... who proceed from the Father and the Son..."
In other words, Jesus was given equal billing with Yahweh himself, a clear statement of Jesus' divine
nature. The Eastern (Greek) Catholic churches disagreed strongly with this view, and 700 years later
it became one of the two primary causes of the Great Schism of 1054 AD (the other being Papal
authority) that formally divided Catholics into the Greek and Roman Churches.

The Abstract God meme was thus transformed down to an earthly level with the life and death of
Jesus. It was not an abstract, academic question, but rather was at the very heart of Christianity and
the nature of Jesus himself.



The Godly-Origin-of-Morals Meme

Men rarely (if ever) dream up a god superior to themselves. Most gods have the manners
and morals of a spoiled child.
— Robert Heinlein, Time Enough for Love

The greatest tragedy in mankind's entire history may be the hijacking of morality by
religion.
— Arthur C. Clarke

Earlier, we learned about the Amung people of the New Guinean highlands, a people whose
beliefs are animistic. The Amung did not have an idea of "gods" that are separate from nature; spirits
and nature were one and the same. Their religion wasn't separate from their lives, such as a church
that you attend only on Sunday; instead, they were immersed in their religion throughout their lives;
their spirits are part of the community rather than separate from it.

Ethics in an animistic society such as the Amung are what you might call pragmatic. That is, they
develop a code of ethics, but it is not handed down by god. Instead, it develops as a natural part of
daily life and a need to maintain order. However, the spirits and natural forces do participate in
ethics, but as "enforcers" rather than the source of ethics.

Even without a god handing them stone tablets, the Amung have a code of ethics (gathered by Dr.
Turinsky Cook through extensive interviews) that is remarkably similar to Western ethics. For
example, stealing, lying, adultery, large debts, and sex in sacred places are prohibited, while
generosity, gift-giving, sharing, and respect for elders are strongly encouraged. Here 1s one example
of an ethic:

Ethic: We may not have sexual intercourse with any woman we call mother, sister, aunt
or with any woman from our father's moiety.

Sanction: If a man has committed incest, his gardens will not grow and his pigs will die.
The same curse will be on his extended family and lineage. The punishment of incest is
death. His own brothers will kill him to free the family of the curse. The violators are

thrown into the river after being killed with many arrows. Their blood must not spill on
the land.

Notice that, unlike Christianity, the rewards and punishment are immediate, not deferred until the
afterlife. The villagers are strongly motivated to carry out the punishment, because if they don't, the
spirits will see to it that their gardens don't grow and their livestock dies. But more importantly,
there is no mention of ethics originating from the spirits. They're not god-given, but rather are just
natural, pragmatic ethics that the community (including spirits) agree upon. The Amung make no
mention of the origin of their ethics, they simply learn them as children from the village elders and the
storytellers.

There is a nearly universal belief held by Christian, Jewish and Muslim societies around the
world: Ethics come from God. It wasn't always so. Societies like the Amung of New Guinea
demonstrate what appears to be a typical pattern for animistic and pre-monotheistic societies — their
ethics come from pragmatic rules that the people develop over time to get along with one another and
to resolve disputes. The Godly Origin Of Morals meme states that God (or the gods) is the only
legitimate source of ethics, and the corollary, that humans aren't capable of figuring out what's right
and wrong without help from God.



The Godly Origin Of Morals meme appears to have developed about three to four thousand
years ago. Hammurabi (1810 - 1750 BCE) was the sixth king of Babylon, and through expansion via
conquests, became the first king of the Babylonian Empire. Hammurabi believed he was chosen to
deliver the gods' laws to humans. Just before his death, the Babylonian sun god Shamash is said to
have handed him a set of 282 laws, which are now known as the Code of Hammurabi. He had these
laws inscribed on a huge stone slab, which was very symbolic; Hammurabi was in effect saying, "The
laws from the gods can not be changed, even by a king."

Roughly 600 years later, the best known god-given laws, now called the Ten Commandments,
were given to Moses by Yahweh (around 1200 BCE). After Moses, both the prophets Jesus and
Mohammad extended and created new laws, in both cases said to come directly from Yahweh
himself. The life of Jesus was dedicated to teaching ethical lessons to his followers, and many of his
sermons are documented in the Christian Bible. The Qur'an contains ethics of Islam, and is said to
have been inspired by Yahweh speaking through the Prophet Muhammad over a period of twenty-
three years.

Here is an example that illustrates the firm hold the Godly Origin Of Morals meme has in the
modern Abrahamic religions. Although this is from the Catholic Encyclopedia, it is representative of
the views of most Jews, Christians and Muslims.

On the other hand, the Church has ever affirmed that [morality and Theism] are
essentially connected, and that apart from religion the observance of the moral law is
impossible.

— Catholic Encyclopedia (1913)

In other words, without guidance from Yahweh, there can be no morality.

In addition to the pragmatic ethics of early societies, and god-given ethics, a third source of
ethics arose with the Greeks, that 1s, Greek Rationalism. The works of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle and
the other great Greek philosophers had a profound influence on world history, and were taught in
Athens for almost a thousand years, until the Catholic emperor Justinian I closed down all non-
Christian schools of philosophy.

The Greek Rationalists deduced that virtue and vice could be defined by a logical chain that
began with human happiness, tempered by what today we know as the "Golden Rule." The phrase
"everything in moderation" captures it best, but with a critical caveat: Both words, everything, and
moderation, must be adhered to. They defined virtue as the balance between extremes: Bravery was a
virtue to be found between rashness and cowardice. Neither the drunk, nor the person who doesn't
drink 1s virtuous, virtue comes from enjoying wine in moderation. Neither the glutton nor the anorexic
1s virtuous, virtue comes from eating a variety of foods in moderation. The virtuous patriot doesn't
defend his country blindly and without question, nor does he run at the first sign of trouble.

Let's return to our brief history of the Godly Origin of Morals meme. We've already mentioned
the collision of Greek and Jewish cultures during the first millennium BC. This was a critical time for
the Godly Origin of Morals meme.

The Jews had never encountered this sort of rational thought, but happily for the Jews, the Anti-
Rationalism meme was also developing, a topic we'll discuss extensively later in the book. The Anti-
Rationalism meme declares that faith, not logic, is the foundation of true understanding. It gave the
Jews a way to reject the Greek Rational arguments about the Godly Origin of Morals meme and
ignore the logical circularity that the Rationalists discovered. And the rest, as they say, is history:



Virtually all Jews, Muslims and Christians today believe that morality can only originate with
Yahweh.

The history of Greek Rational philosophy didn't end with the rise of Christianity, although it
"hibernated" for a very long time. The Godly Origin of Morals meme dominated Western philosophy
and religion for almost a thousand years. Greek Rationalism was nearly forgotten, until it finally came
out of hibernation during the Renaissance as the Greek writings were rediscovered and reprinted.
Rationalism became a real force with the rise of Aumanism, a philosophy based on the ability to
determine ethical questions via rational thought and on the human condition. Humanism had a rough
time of it at first, being branded "dangerous," but it gained adherents through the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Today, humanists have several large organizations, web sites, and political
groups in America, and are popular enough to regularly draw the wrath of television evangelists and
other conservative religious leaders. Humanism has made a revival, and is again a major challenge to
the Godly Origin of Morals meme.

The Kindness Meme

Cruel men believe in a cruel God and use their belief to excuse their cruelty. Only kindly
men believe in a kindly God, and they would be kindly in any case.
— Bertrand Russell (1872-1967)

The earliest versions of gods, being of the same-stuff-as-us variety, also have many human
flaws, including the all-too-human emotions of vengeance, anger, and meanness. This makes for great
stories and myths, and it isn't much of a problem in polytheistic religions where various gods fill
different roles. There's no damage to the theology if the god of war is mean, the god of wine is a
drunken partier, or the goddess of love is capricious, promiscuous and fickle.

But as the Al/-Purpose God and Monotheism memes started to take hold, these characteristics
became a problem. If you only have one god, to whom you look for all of your spiritual needs, you'd
like to know that this god will look on you with kindness, a sort of father figure who has your best
interests at heart. Consider Zeus: he killed Salmoneus just for impersonating him, he turned Pandareus
to stone for stealing, he turned Chelone to a tortoise when she wouldn't attend a wedding, and turned
King Haemus and Queen Rhodope into mountains for their vanity. Zeus had a pretty bad temper.

Yahweh was even worse. Dawkins puts it succinctly:

"The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction:
jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive,
bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser, a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal,
filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully."”

And it's no joke — any scholar of the Old Testament can almost immediately recognize exactly
which chapter and verse Dawkins is talking about. Jealous? See the First Commandment.
Bloodthirsty? Read Deuteronomy, Exodus and a dozen other books. Genocide? Filicide? Pestilence?
It's all there, in black and white.

As Armstrong writes:

"This is a brutal, partial and murderous god ... he is passionately partisan, has little
compassion for anyone but his own favorites and is simply a tribal deity. If Yahweh had
remained such a savage god, the sooner he vanished, the better..."



But Yahweh didn't remain the mean bully of the Old Testament. Armstrong goes on to say:

"... Yahweh did not remain the cruel and violent god of the Exodus ... the Israelites
would transform him beyond recognition into a symbol of transcendence and
compassion.”

This 1s the essence of the Kindness meme: The Yahweh worshipped by Jews, Muslims and
Christians around the world today is kind, fair, compassionate and loving. Yahweh is the father we
all wished we'd had, one who would keep us in line, give out fair punishment when we're bad,
protect us from danger, and above all, love us unconditionally.

This was another critical mutation to the Yahweh memeplex, one that provided important
synergy with some of the other memes we've studied. It was not a problem if the Roman Zeus, the
Hawai'ian Pele, and the Israelite's old Yahweh, had bad tempers, because their worshippers had
other gods to turn to for their emotional needs. The Old Testament's Yahweh Sabaoth, the God of
Armies, was supposed to be mean. But by the time of Jesus, Yahweh had turned into the abstract, all-
purpose god-of-everything, and it just wouldn't do for him to be the jealous, hotheaded god of
Abraham's time.

Like the Abstract God meme, the Kindness meme supports the first three of our memes that
transformed Yahweh from a tribal god to the god-of-everything. As the one-and-only god, Yahweh
has to be someone you can love and respect, not a god who was no better than an undisciplined, bad-
tempered child.

The Asexual Meme

Of the delights of this world, man cares most for sexual intercourse, yet he has left it out

of his heaven.
— Mark Twain (1835-1910)

The Asexual meme is closely related to the Kindness meme we just studied. Early gods, being
same-stuff-as-humans, tend to be sexual, capricious, and amoral or immoral. We can look at just
about any old religion to see this: Zeus had a pederastic relationship with the young god Ganymede;
Zeus also took the form of a swan and raped Leda, the Queen of Sparta, who bore Helen of Troy. In
Egyptian mythology, the god Atern masturbated to produce the twins Shu and Tefnut, and the lovers
Nut (goddess of the sky) and her brother Geb (god of the earth) were said to be in a constant state of
incestual lovemaking. Even Yahweh, the Israelites' god, was believed by many to have a wife — some
Israelites thought the Queen of Heaven (Isis/Ishtar), goddess of love, was the wife of Yahweh.

While sex is not amoral or immoral per se, the sexuality of gods is usually associated with other
flaws, such as rape, jealousy, incest, pedophilia, and all the other human transgressions that go with
sexuality. This became a problem as Yahweh evolved, particularly in light of the Godly Origin of
Morals meme. If Yahweh was handing down the Ten Commandments to Moses, he had to be above
reproach himself.

The Asexuality meme is actually somewhat of a corollary to the Abstract God meme, in that it's
natural when a same-stuff-as-us god morphs into a more abstract and less human god, that god would
naturally lose other human traits such as sexuality. Even so, it is a separate and important concept,
that Yahweh lost his sexuality over the millennia, and we need to understand it as a meme in its own
right.

In a later chapter, we'll also see how the Asexuality meme is critically important to some



Christians, such as the conservative American churches, who have a view that sex is inherently sinful.
For these Christians, their theology is completely incompatible with a sexual Yahweh.

By becoming asexual, Yahweh gained the "moral high ground" in that, unlike Zeus and his ilk,
Yahweh could never commit any sexual sins. Thus, the Asexuality meme supports the Godly Origin
of Morals meme, because a god who hands us our morals must himself be above reproach.

The Synergy of the Eight Memes

Only strength can cooperate. Weakness can only beg.
— Dwight D. Eisenhower

We've seen eight trends in religion memes. Let us quickly review them, and examine how these
eight trends, or "lines of meme mutations," are synergistic.

Specialist god to general-purpose god
Polytheism to monotheism

Tolerance of other gods to intolerance
Local gods to global gods

Physical ("same stuff as us") to abstract
Pragmatic/natural ethics to god-given rules
Unlikable to kind

Sexual to asexual

If we "go back in time" in our minds four thousand years, before most of the meme mutations in
the list above had begun, the importance of these eight memes becomes clear. Take any one of the
gods of Abraham's time: Isis, Yahweh (Abraham's El, not the modern God Almighty), Baal, Asherah,
or Anat, and ask yourself: Could this god have become as popular and widely worshipped as the God
Almighty that the Christians, Muslims and Jews worship today?

The answer should be an emphatic, No!/ Those old gods simply didn't have what it took to
achieve "stardom," to take on the whole world. There were too many of them, each one served only a
few of our needs, they were tied to particular regions, they not only tolerated each other but were not
even jealous of each other, some (such as Yahweh himself) were petulant, unlikable bullies, they
were immoral or amoral, and they offered little or no ethical guidance. On top of all that, they were
susceptible to challenges from rational thinkers such as Plato.

Each one of the eight trends above, by itself, was important. But like evolution in the world of
plants and animals, it takes more than one thing to make a species dominant. Mutations, whether of
memes or of genes, are synergistic and build on one another. The large human brain, for example, is
important, but by itself, a big brain wouldn't have resulted in human domination of Earth. However,
when a large brain is combined with bipedal locomotion, opposable thumbs, language, omnivorism,
and various other traits, the combination results in humans dominating the Earth.

Similarly, each of the trends in the religion memes, and in the Yahweh meme in particular, is
important, but it is the synergy that results from all eight trends that ultimately made Yahweh the one
god of the Western world, the one we call God.



Interlude: The Big V

The turtle lives "twixt plated decks
Which practically conceal its sex.
[ think it clever of the turtle

In such a fix to be so fertile.

— Ogden Nash

Engineers, especially software engineers, have a reputation for being geeks. Nerds. A bit
clueless about women and socializing, Frustratingly even-tempered, not showing a lot of emotion
even when life throws them some curve balls. Newfound love or a relationship on the rocks, our team
winning the World Series or losing it, a big bonus at work or a layoff ... these things all send their
more artistic / emotive friends to the heights of happiness or the pits of despair, while the engineer
just keeps sailing along on an even keel.

In college, one of my engineering professors told us of a faculty meeting where an English
professor accused him of being a "linear thinker." We all sat there waiting for the punch line, until he
explained to us that the English professor considered this an insult. Now THAT was funny — that
straight, logical path to an optimal solution was an insult! Then someone asked, "Does the English
professor advocate circular logic?" Which brought on more laughter. We were geeks one and all.

I'm happy to report that this Engineers-Are-Geeks meme, is ... true. Plain and simple, it's the
reality. I've worked with a LOT of engineers — mechanical, electrical, chemical, civil, and software
engineers — and I'll state without hesitation that engineers are pretty geeky. No, they didn't all have
plastic pocket protectors, and they didn't all wear button-down collars. Some of them were excellent
musicians, expert jugglers, great racing sailors, or fanatical motorcycle riders. But they all shared that
core element of "linear thinking" that works so well in engineering, and (unfortunately for their less
geeky friends and loved ones) they carry this mindset over into their personal lives.

Which is why, in the Spring of 1982, I was caught completely off guard, blindsided by a deep
and unexpected, and completely irrational, emotional experience. My life, which had always sailed
on its even keel, was hit an emotional storm so powerful it was knocked sideways, its gunwales
awash. The cause of this hurricane of emotions was a tiny bundle containing a mere seven pounds of
baby. My attraction to this bundle was fierce and primitive, way down deep inside me, of an intensity
I'd never experienced before. Sure, I'd felt love, lust, disappointment, happiness and anger before. But
nothing like this primordial, naked pull of nature, telling me, "THAT'S YOUR CHILD." The bond
was immediate. I knew, right then and there, that I'd willingly stand in harms way, or even give my
life, to protect my baby. I had never, ever, felt anything even remotely as intense and primitive as |
felt in those minutes.

I'd always thought this sort of bonding experience was for mothers, not fathers, and my linear
way of thinking made me completely unprepared for this wonderful, instinctive and utterly non-linear
emotional experience. I was more prepared when my second and third children were born, but still
felt that wonderful love that only a child can inspire.

Eighteen years later, I faced another primitive emotional storm. During those eighteen years, my
three wonderful kids grew into young adults, my career and hobbies expanded, and I was beginning to



look forward to the days when my child-rearing duties were complete. I only had to deliberate briefly
before I concluded that I didn't need any more children in my life, which meant it was time for me to
visit the urologist for the Big V — that is, to get a vasectomy.

Once again, | was unexpectedly overwhelmed by non-linear, irrational thinking. What should
have been a completely logical course of action, to end my fertility, proved to be remarkably difficult
in practice. Sure, I knew all the funny jokes comparing sterilization to castration, and these didn't
bother me; my intellectual, rational side was still intact enough to know that my manliness wasn't
threatened.

It was deeper than that. The idea that I shouldn't have more children was easy to accept, but the |
idea that I couldn't have more children, ever ... I just didn't want to do that. My rational side knew
that I'd never father another child. My primitive side didn't want to give up. Somewhere, deep inside
me, there was still that most basic instinct telling me, "Reproduce!" My intellectual brain was
exceptionally good at converting this primitive voice into convincing excuses. "Maybe," it whispered
to me, "your whole family will be killed in a car wreck, and you'll need to start again!" Or, "I hear
there are lots of side effects to the operation! You could get cysts, and groin pain!" Or, "It's the
woman who gets pregnant, let her take care of it!"

My primitive primate brain isn't very smart, and I hate it when it wins arguments. So, I finally
told it to shut up, went to the urologist, and got it over with. But it wasn't easy.



3. Evolution and Memes

When Does Information Become a Meme?

Thus, from the war of nature, from famine and death, the most exalted object which we
are capable of conceiving, namely, the production of the higher animals, directly
follows.

— Charles Darwin (1809-1882)

Up to this point, we have had just a very brief introduction to memes and memetics, with a few
examples to illustrate the basics and get the idea across. We then jumped straight into our analysis of
religion's history up to the time of Jesus. Before we continue with our history and analysis, we need
to take a more detailed look at memetics, really study it, to learn in some detail how the principles of
evolution apply to culture and ideas. What is it that makes memes so much like genes, and to what
extent do they differ? Is memetics really a deep insight into cultural evolution, or are the parallels
between genes and memes just an amusing coincidence?

In the introductory chapters, we learned how cultural information, called memes, seems to be
very analogous to genetic information. By "stepping back" from Darwin's principles and looking at
genes as information rather than as DNA, we learned how Darwin's principles, under the right
circumstances, can apply to other types of information besides genetic information — in particular, to
memes.

The term "under the right circumstances" is the key: What are those circumstances? Information
comes in a huge variety of forms and content, everything from terabytes of astronomical data
streaming from a radiotelescope, to beautiful songs, to the 5,000 year old cuneiform clay tablets of
Sumeria. Most information is not memetic, that is, it does not replicate itself, nor is it shaped by
evolutionary forces. But some information does. We need to identify the conditions required for
cultural evolution to do its work, for a piece of information to become a meme.

Reproduction

I have sinned against you, and I beg your forgiveness.
-- Jimmy Swaggert, Christian Television Evangelist, to his wife, after being
photographed taking a prostitute to a Louisiana motel.

To survive, evolve, and compete, every living thing from the smallest retrovirus to the monstrous
Blue Whale, the largest animal ever to live on the Earth (and still around today), must reproduce.

In April of 1991, Mr. and Mrs. Smith (not their real names), the young parents of a beautiful
daughter, found themselves sitting across the table from investigators in the United States Attorney's
office, embarrassed at answering questions about something they thought was completely private. The
Smiths had gone to see Dr. Jacobson, an infertility doctor, because they weren't able to conceive a
child on their own, and had finally opted for artificial insemination by an anonymous sperm donor.
The federal investigators were very polite, and apologized for causing the Smiths embarrassment. But
they wanted to know if the Smiths could please answer a few questions about Dr. Jacobson's



infertility program. Why had the Smiths sought out Dr. Jacobsen? What had he told them about his
infertility program? Had they become pregnant from Dr. Jacobsen's treatment?

Although it took a while, due to privacy and ethics concerns, the truth was finally revealed to the
Smiths, and to dozens of other patients. Dr. Cecil B. Jacobson had apparently decided that the eight
children he'd fathered with his wife weren't enough. Instead of using sperm from anonymous donors,
matched to the Mr. Smith's physical characteristics, Dr. Jacobson had used his own sperm to
impregnate Mrs. Smith and the other patients who came to him for infertility treatment. In some cases
where the husband was able to use his own sperm for in vitro fertilization, Dr. Jacobson had simply
discarded the husband's sperm, substituting his own.

Many of Dr. Jacobson's patients who were contacted by the U.S. Attorney's office were reluctant
to have their children's DNA tested, so the final count is uncertain, but it's likely that Dr. Jacobson
had fathered, via his fraudulent artificial inseminations, sixty to eighty children. Dr. Jacobson was
ultimately convicted of fraud and perjury, and for causing his patients "extreme psychological injury."
He was sentenced to five years in prison, three years of probation, and fined $117,000.

All men have a strong desire for sex, which (before the advent of birth control) would often
result in the impregnation of their sex partner. All human traits vary, including our desire to

reproduce. Dr. Jacobson simply took this drive to the extreme, using technology to father many dozens
of children.

Even in more normal cases, the birth of a child is almost always the cause for congratulations to
the father, even though his role in the process is quite enjoyable, particularly compared to the
woman's job. We are genetically programmed to appreciate and be proud of our children. We have a
very strong drive to reproduce.

The most fundamental requirement for an evolutionary process is that the information being
reproduced (whether a meme, a virus, or an elephant) must carry within it the motivation or
mechanism that triggers its own reproduction. This 1s deceptively simple on the surface: Living things
reproduce, and memes reproduce. But the mechanisms are amazingly varied. In the case of viruses
and bacteria, the mechanisms are purely biochemical: At some point, certain carefully timed
biochemical reactions are triggered, which starts the process of replication (viruses) or splitting
(bacteria). On the other end of the scale, humans, elephants and whales have a much more intricate set
of genes that code for their reproductive organs, and other genes that control the behavioral patterns
of sexual attraction and mating. But whether it's a simple biochemical sequence for a virus, or a
complex twenty-year process for a human that starts with courtship and marriage and ends when the
offspring are themselves sexually mature, the common feature, from the smallest living thing to the
largest, 1s that the reproductive act is controlled by the genes. That is, the information (genome) that
is being reproduced contains the instructions for its own reproduction.

In the case of memes, the "motivation" for reproduction is equally varied. We call a friend to
warn of a police radar trap in our neighborhood out of altruism or the hope for a reciprocal warning
in the future. We pass on a good joke so that our friends and family will enjoy our company and
continue to invite us to parties. We tell our children stories of our own youthful mistakes in the hope
that they won't repeat them. We indoctrinate our children with our religion, because we believe the
benefits of the correct beliefs are magnificent and the penalties for the wrong beliefs are horrifying.

These motivations are all quite different, but like biological life, they all share a common theme:
The meme itself causes you to want to repeat it, to teach it to someone else. Just like a genome, the



meme contains the information that causes its own reproduction. That's what makes it a meme, and not
just data.

Survival of the Fittest

A scientific man ought to have no wishes, no affections, a mere heart of stone.
— Charles Darwin (1809-1882)

James William Tutt, an English entomologist, wrote a really boring book called Natural History
of the British Lepidoptera (1890-1911). Well, maybe other entomologists find it fascinating, but |
fell asleep after a few pages. Ordinarily, a book like Tutt's would be read by a few and then forgotten
on some dusty shelf in the university library's attic. But buried among a thousand other dry facts, Tutt
reported one of the first, and still one of the best, examples of "survival of the fittest" in action.

In pre-industrial England, the peppered moths (Biston betularia) were almost all light colored —
about ninety-eight percent were white with dark "pepper" specks, and two percent were dark with
light specks, and by good luck (and hard work) this statistic had been carefully documented by
scientists. The light-colored moths blended exceptionally well with the lichen-covered trees on
which they landed, making them hard for birds to spot.

The industrial revolution in England brought textiles, transportation, food production,
manufactured goods — just about every aspect of life was changed. But it had a price: Between 1800
and 1900, the energy used by England increased tenfold, and this energy came almost entirely from
burning coal, vast quantities of it. The resulting sooty pollution killed the lichens and blackened the
trees on which the peppered moths like to land. The light-colored moths who landed on these soot-
covered trees were easy for birds to spot, and the dark moths were well hidden. The result? In just
forty-seven years, the dark-colored moth population grew from from two percent to ninety-eight
percent, a complete reversal of the percentages.

J.W. Tutt's discovery and explanation was a dramatic and simple example of "survival of the
fittest" in action, one that has become a textbook case, studied by virtually all students of evolution. It
shows, literally in "black and white," just how powerful the filtering process of natural selection can
be.

"Survival of the Fittest" is the best-known part of Darwin's principles, and has become
somewhat of a popular shorthand for Darwin's entire thesis. The cheetah who runs faster catches
more food and raises more fast baby cheetahs. The frog whose tongue i1s longer and stickier catches
more flies, and has more baby frogs with longer, stickier tongues. The smallpox virus that does not
kill you quickly will have more opportunities to infect other people, so it spreads faster. These are
the "fittest," the ones that go on to reproduce and create the most copies of their genes.

But here's the problem: Both "survival" and "fittest" are misleading terms!

The word "fittest" conjures up ideas of wholesomeness, athletic prowess, morality and other
human values. Nothing could be further from the truth: Evolution doesn't care about human concepts
like "right" and "wrong" or "good" and "bad." It's unfortunate that the word "fittest," which brings so
many human moral and ethical connotations, is a keyword of Evolution Science. It's not "fitness" that
matters, it's "reproduction." To put this in human terms, Mormons and Catholics are more "fit" than
atheists and others, because they typically have more children.

The word "survival" is misleading, too. The male black widow spider knows this all too well:
The female bites his head off during mating, and consumes his body afterwards. Survival isn't the



relevant term — reproduction is all that matters. The male black widow spider reproduces very
effectively, in spite of not surviving at all. It's his DNA that survives.

We could try to coin a more descriptive term, perhaps something like "the correlation between
specific genetic characteristics and reproductive success." This doesn't offer any moral or ethical
judgement on whether a trait is wise or foolish, moral or immoral, ethical or unethical, good or bad.
But, such a phrase will never stick — it's boring and hard to decipher. By contrast, "survival of the
fittest" 1s a very successful phrase, because of the very thing that makes it inaccurate. The phrase has
drama ("survival") and it has a sort of good-versus-evil feel ("fittest"). Humans love a good story,
and this simple phrase is evocative. As a meme, "survival of the fittest" is much more fit for survival
than other phrases that might not have so many moral/ethical connotations! It's a perfect illustration of
a core theme in this book, that the entities that reproduce more (whether they are jokes, malaria, or
elephants) are the ones that become the most common, irrespective of anything else.

What do the following have in common?

There are alligators living in the New York sewers, and they got there because people
bought cute baby alligators, but flushed them down the toilet when they grew too large.

Einstein's Theory of Relativity says you can't go faster than the speed of light.
"Knock knock." "Who's there?" ...
God gave Moses ten commandments, chiseled into two stone tablets.

Princess Diana was assassinated by the British Royal family because she was about to
marry a non-Christian foreigner.

There is an inexpensive tablet that can be added to water that makes it as powerful as
gasoline, but the oil companies have suppressed this knowledge because it would put
them out of business.

Cool stuff, right? But are they true? More importantly, does it matter if these ideas are true?
No! Some are true, some are false, and some are outrageous lies. Each of these ideas originated in the
mind of (at least) one person, was told, and retold, and possibly changed along the way, and
survived. It doesn't matter why it survived and was retold, only that it did.

This is survival of the fittest in the classic sense. Each of these memes, for unique reasons, was
an idea that most people found more interesting or funnier, than the other competing urban myths and
jokes. Each of these memes is a survivor. For each one of these, there were millions, perhaps billions
of ideas that popped into someone's head, but never got further than that. You have an idea: "I think
I'll go to the store." You may or may not mention it to anyone else, but even if you do, it's just not
interesting enough. It just dies there, and never spreads to the next person. By contrast, when someone
tells you "I heard that Princess Diana was killed because...," you think "Wow! That's fascinating!"
And because it's a morbidly fascinating meme, one that suggests the high-and-mighty are no better than
common criminals (never mind that it's a cruel lie), you pass it on.

Mutation

Consistency requires you to be as ignorant today as you were a year ago.
— Bernard Berenson (1865-1959)

A couple with whom I am very close, call them Peter and Lacy (not their real names), had the
good fortune to find themselves pregnant and were ecstatic about it. But, like many pregnancies, theirs



ended early when the Lacy felt ill, experienced severe cramps, and had a miscarriage. Although they
were saddened by this all-too-common tragedy, they were determined to let Lacy rest, recover, and
try again.

This would have been the end to a sad but otherwise common story, but for one thing. About six
weeks later, Lacy went to her gynecologist for what was supposed to be her "all clear" visit, so that
Peter and Lacy could try again for another pregnancy. Before the doctor began the examination, he
asked Lacy, "How are you feeling? Have you recovered emotionally from your difficult
miscarriage?" Lacy got a perplexed look on her face. "Doctor, I know this sounds crazy ... | know for
certain [ had a miscarriage ... but ... well, I think I'm still pregnant!" And indeed she was. Lacy had
been carrying twins, and only one of the two miscarried; instead of getting green light for more fun in
the marital bed, Peter and Lacy got the wonderful news that Lacy was three months pregnant.

Six months later, they had a beautiful, healthy boy. Today as I write these words, their son is
quite a handsome young man, just about to graduate from high school. His biggest problem is trying to
decide which of the top universities he wants to attend, since several have offered him entrance.

Doctors have always known that ten to twenty percent of women who learn they are pregnant
have a miscarriage, so it's not surprising that occasionally, one of a pair of twins will miscarry and
the other remain healthy.

When high-resolution ultrasound and modern pregnancy tests came on the scene, it was possible
to detect pregnancy much earlier and with high accuracy, and doctors found that the real rate of
miscarriage 1s probably around 30% or more of all pregnancies. Many women have a miscarriage
without even knowing they are pregnant. Geneticists were able to detect that at least forty percent of
miscarriages were caused by readily identifiable chromosomal abnormalities. In all likelihood, a
large fraction of the remaining sixty percent are also caused by more subtle genetic problems.

We tend to think that our genetic material is pretty rugged, that we manage to pass it on our genes
to our children reliably. After all, our kids look like us, right? But as illustrated by the story of Peter
and Lacy's miscarriage, the facts are otherwise: Reproduction is a tricky business, with a high rate of
errors. In fact, studies of the human genome suggest that we each carry something like one hundred
mutations on our genome! (This is a very rough number and still being researched, but the point is: It's
a lot of mutations.) Most of these are harmless or only slightly detrimental, as otherwise the human
race would have died out long ago.

Mutations of the genome have a conflicting dual role in evolution: They're both good and bad.
On the one hand, they're almost never beneficial, so over a short period of time, it's far better for a
species to have a highly stable (non mutating) genome. On the other hand, mutation creates variability,
and variations enable a species to adapt to changes in the environment, new predators, diseases, and
a host of other threats that could wipe it out. So, while mutations are "bad" for the individual, they are
necessary for the long-term survival of a species.

Mutation is perhaps the most misunderstood aspect of Darwin's Evolution Science, and is the
target of most attacks on evolution by those who claim Darwin was wrong. And with good reason:
Until recently, the biochemistry, physics, and statistical mechanisms of mutation were not well
understood. It was a huge weakness in Evolution Science. Scientists waved their hands and claimed,
"Over billions of years, there have been enough 'good' mutations to cause the primordial soup to
evolve into humans. And the proofis that we exist, so it must be true!" It was a circular argument.

But happily, science doesn't sit still. Mutation can be observed by scientists, and the hand-



waving has been replaced by a solid body of science proving that the hypothesized mutations really
do occur, and they really do drive evolution. Evolution Science's weak point has been dramatically
strengthened as scientists learned the complex biochemistry of DNA and reproduction. We now
understand how DNA works, how it copies itself, what can go wrong in the process, and especially,
how DNA protects itself via repair systems, redundancy, and with immune systems that recognize and
destroy damaged cells.

(I must warn readers that I'm playing fast and loose with terms like "DNA", "genes," "genome"
and "mutation" and many other scientific terms. There are very important distinctions between genes,
a genome, and DNA. A true understanding of how evolution works requires a much deeper treatment
than I have room for here.)

Memes, like genes, are subject to mutation. They can survive an amazing variety of retellings
and still retain their central concept, their meme-ness. Consider...

Version I:

In Heaven, Saint Peter is giving a guided tour to a group of new arrivals. "You're going to
like 1t here," he says, "we have a place just for you." He takes them down a hall and opens
the first door. Inside, there's a big party, with everyone drinking wine and dancing. "These
are the Catholics. Boy do they know how to party!" he says. Moving to the next door, he
opens it, revealing a more serious group, with everyone arguing and gesturing. "And here
are the Jews, they like to talk." Walking further, they reach the next door, which St. Peter
opens to reveal a room full of card tables, with various games of bingo and cards in
progress. "The Lutherans!" says St. Peter. But at the next door, St. Peter stops them and
says, "Ok, now you must be very quiet." He opens the door just a crack, and whispers,
"These are the Baptists. They think they're the only ones here."

Version 2:

A man arrives at the gates of heaven. St. Peter asks, "Religion?" The man says,
"Methodist." St. Peter looks down his list, and says, "Go to room 24, but be very quiet as
you pass room 8."

Another man arrives at the gates of heaven. "Religion?" "Baptist." "Go to room 18, but be
very quiet as you pass room 8."

A third man arrives at the gates. "Religion?" "Jewish." "Go to room 11, but be very quiet as
you pass room 8." The man says, "I can understand there being different rooms for different
religions, but why must I be quiet when I pass room 8?" St. Peter tells him, "Well the
Catholics are in room 8, and they think they're the only ones here."

What is the meme here? The specific telling of the joke varies widely, but the punch line is
always the same: Some particular church thinks they have the exclusive key to heaven, and St. Peter is
humoring them. The meme is the concept, not the specific words used to convey the concept. A
particular meme can be expressed in many, many ways and still retain its identity.

This brings us to an important difference between genes and memes: A concept, the core idea
that 1s being conveyed via the meme, can be expressed in a variety of different ways. For example, a
Catholic priest could teach the catechism in Italian, English, German, Japanese, Hawaiian, or any one
of hundreds of other languages, and the core concepts of the catechism memes would be nearly
identical. In other words, we must be careful to distinguish between changes in the message (the
concept), and changes in the medium (the particular words used to convey the concept).



This is actually true of genes, too. In most cases the medium (the DNA sequence) and the
message (the protein it encodes) are tightly coupled, but there are examples of different DNA
sequences that code for the same protein. However, this doesn't alter the main point here: The
medium (words) and message (concept) are much more distinct for a meme than for a gene.

Both the medium and the message can affect the survival of the meme. The concept itself can be
so appealing that it can be expressed in many ways and still spread; the message (the specific words)
may not be important. We see that in the previous joke about Saint Peter — the particular retelling
wasn't as important as the central concept.

On the other hand, a well-crafted medium can make an otherwise uninteresting meme become
widespread. Advertising firms know this all too well: They purposely wrap uninteresting memes
("buy our product!") inside of an interesting message, such as a nice song, a humorous advertisement,
or a sexually provocative image.

This leads us to the other key difference between memes and genes. Until very recently, genes
only changed by random mutation; beneficial mutations were rare, and evolution was a glacially slow
process. By contrast, memes sometimes mutate randomly (poor memory in the teller, or a
misunderstanding of the concept), but they are often altered deliberately, by someone with a specific
goal. Because of this, meme evolution is orders of magnitude faster than genetic evolution.

Note that I said "until very recently" when asserting that genes only mutate by random processes.
One of the most interesting developments in the history of life on Earth is that scientist are now able
to deliberately modify genes, and to do so with precision. An early example was when scientists
learned to transfer the genes for the luciferase enzyme responsible for the firefly's glow into other
creatures such as mice, causing parts of the mice to glow faintly when certain genes are activated.

And one of the most ironic twists of all was the development of the first transgenic plant.
Scientist had assured the public that transgenic experiments could help feed humankind by making
crops more productive and nutritious, or grow in harsher climates, or be more pest resistant so that
farmers could use organic techniques. But when the first transgenic plant was announced,
environmentalists were horrified: The plant was altered so that it could withstand more herbicides.
Glycophosphate, a potent herbicide, was being used for weed control in farming, but it has the not-
surprising tendency to destroy crops too. So the scientists grafted genes from a petunia, which is
resistant to glycophosphate, into other crops, which made it possible for the farmers to increase the
use of glycophosphate on their crops.

This illustrates how genes have become more like memes, subject to deliberate change by
design. Beneficial traits can be added, and detrimental genes can be removed. The pace of evolution,
which for 3.5 billion years has followed a slow, predictable pattern, has been freed from its
constraints in a single generation. It is this author's opinion that this will be one of the most significant
event in the history of life on Earth. Only time will tell.

Wrestling with God

Kill one man and you are a murderer. Kill millions and you are a conqueror. Kill all and
you are a God.
—Jean Rostand

An excellent example of meme mutation is the revision of Yahweh's visit to Abraham. In
Abraham's time, those who worshipped Yahweh believed he was a "same stuftf as humans" sort of



god, made of flesh and blood, but with god-like powers. It was perfectly reasonable to think such a
god could sit down with Abraham, and it wasn't surprising that Abraham took a while to figure out
that his guest was Yahweh. But a few thousand years later, the Yahweh meme had evolved — now

Yahweh was such a mighty god that his presence would be unbearable to a mere human. So how can
we explain Abraham's visitor? By mutations of the memes that explain Yahweh's presence at
Abraham's table.

At any particular moment in history, different explanations of Abraham's visitor would be put
forth. Some variations of the Abraham story were undoubtedly better, that is, more consistent with the
more exalted Yahweh, and thus were more likely to be retold. Others were inconsistent and led to
"mental tension" in people who wanted to believe the stories in the Bible. Naturally, the more
appealing memes were the ones that reconciled this problem.

This is classical "survival of the fittest" or "natural selection." In the end, the new interpretation
is that Yahweh didn't appear in person to Abraham, but instead sent a manifestation of himself,
something that was tolerable to Abraham's earthly flesh. The mutation and filtering process did its
work, allowing Yahweh to become almighty without discarding the story of Abraham's visitor.

Overpopulation

The most dreadful thing of all is that many millions of people in the poor countries are
going to starve to death before our eyes. We shall see them doing so upon our television

sets.
— Charles Percy Snow (1905-1980)

One of the surprising facts about evolution is that overpopulation is an integral part of the
process. Without overpopulation, natural selection (survival of the fittest) would be irrelevant.

Let's say, for illustration, that a bunch of rabbits live in a particular region, and half of those
rabbits, by chance, have slightly longer fur. By bad luck, a climate change comes along, bringing
many decades of colder weather. Now suppose that the short-haired rabbits are just one percent more
likely to die in the cold than the longer-haired rabbits, and because of this, for every hundred long-
haired rabbits that survive, only ninety-nine short-hair rabbits survive. That hardly seems important,
does it? Even after ten generations, there is only a drop of ten percent in the short-haired rabbit
population. But that one percent keeps doing its work, generation after generation. By the fiftieth
generation (which can be well under fifty years), the short-haired rabbits' population is down by forty
percent, and at one hundred generations, only a third of the short-haired rabbits remain. In a thousand
generations, a mere blink of the eye on the geological timescale, the short-haired rabbits are
practically extinct.

Now imagine we could go back, and conduct this same experiment but in a place where there are
no limits, a magical rabbit Shangri La where there is plenty to eat, no predators, and room for the
rabbit population to grow and grow. The "better" rabbits would breed slightly faster, but the "lesser"
rabbits would still survive. There would be no filtering, no selection; all varieties of the rabbits
would thrive. With enough food, and enough space, even some very "unfit" rabbits, perhaps with birth
defects or other weaknesses, could easily reproduce; their genes would not become extinct.

In this rabbit's Shangri La, even a cold century wouldn't necessarily make the short-haired
rabbits extinct. Their numbers would grow more slowly than the long-haired rabbits, but it wouldn't
matter — the short-haired rabbits' genes would keep on reproducing, making more copies of itself.



"Survival of the Fittest" only matters when some individuals don't survive.

A corollary to this is that all species on Earth tend to overpopulate. The above-mentioned
rabbits can, under the right conditions, have as many as five litters each year; a single mother can
have thirty-five offspring in a single year. Spiders lay a sac of eggs that can hatch thousands of baby
spiders. The salmon swims upstream and lays several thousand eggs. Since all species on Earth have
fairly static populations over a long period of time, it is clear that most of these offspring don't live to
maturity; on average, of the thousands of baby spiders that hatch, or the thousands of salmon
hatchlings, only one will reach maturity and have offspring of its own.

This overpopulation is required for evolution to do its work. In each generation, far more babies
are born than can survive, and they're not all identical. This 1s the raw material that feeds the
relentless filter of natural selection.

As you might by now expect, this same principle applies to memes: Overpopulation is the key to
evolution. Let us return to our favorite, the lowly joke, to illustrate. I have no idea how many jokes
are running around the United States right now, but I would be surprised if it is more than 100,000 at
any one time, in fact, I'd be surprised if there are more than 10,000 "active" jokes at any given time.

There are two primary limitations on a joke's ability to reproduce. First, there are only a few
billion people in the world; once these brains are all "full" of jokes, there isn't room for more. Some
jokes will be forgotten as new ones are told.

Second, unless you are a professional comedian, you probably only spend a small fraction of
your life telling jokes. I'd be surprised if each of you readers has told more than two jokes today, and
most of you haven't told any jokes today. So jokes not only compete for "room" in your brain, they
also compete for very limited "reproduction time." Overpopulation has the exact same role in the
Darwinistic analysis of jokes (and all memes) as it does in biological evolution.

There are far more ideas generated each day, and variations on existing ideas, than can possibly
survive in the long run. The relentless filtering of natural selection works on memes, just as it works
on genes, by filtering out the less fit memes, and passing on the more fit memes as they are retold and
"grow" in a new mind.

The Ideosphere and Niches

Forgive, O Lord, my little jokes on Thee, and
I'll forgive Thy great big joke on me.
— Robert Frost (1874-1963)

How about this joke:
1 got my mother a book about atheism for Christmas.

I like this joke, but you may not — perhaps you're not a fan of irony, or perhaps you don't like to
make fun of Christmas. Either way, this joke has a limited audience compared to many.

In the biological world, each species has a niche, a place in the ecological system where it can
survive. Giant redwood trees get almost half their water from fog, so they thrive in the foggy Pacific
Northwest, but can't survive in the heat of Southern California where the palm trees grow. Trout live
in fresh water, and are poisoned by salt water. Penguins thrive in the cold, and die of overheating in
even a moderate climate. Some very slow-growing bacteria even live deep inside of rocks, thousands
of feet below ground.



A species' niche is the specific range of conditions under which it can live. It includes the basic
environment (water, land, air, inside rocks), temperature, food sources, salinity, acidity, water supply
and any other environmental factor that affects the species' ability to survive and reproduce.

Every species' niche has limits. It may be the entire Pacific Ocean for a whale, or a tiny pond for
a fresh-water guppie. Whichever it is, the environment limits the number of individuals that can
survive. The ocean fills up with whales, the pond with guppies, at which point not all of the babies
born will survive to adulthood.

What about memes? Consider and contrast these two jokes:

A rope gets drunk and disheveled and all tangled up, and walks into a bar. The bartender
takes one look at the rope and says, "Hey! We don't serve ropes here. Are you a rope?"
The rope replies, "No, I'm a frayed knot!"

René Descartes walks into a bar. The bartender asks, "Will you have a drink?"
Descartes replies, "I don't think..." and *poof™ disappears.

The first one has wide appeal; in fact, I suspect many of my readers have heard it already (or a
variant). But don't be surprised if you've never heard the second one, or if you don't get it. It's a
philosopher's joke. Descartes was the great philosopher and mathematician whose most-quoted line
is, "I think, therefore I am," which he asserted proved his own existence.

Jokes and other memes live in your brain, just as a fish lives in water. The "world" for memes
consists of the collective set of all brains in the world. Douglas Hofstadter coined the term
ideosphere for this. The ideosphere is the collective intelligence of all humans, and is the
environment in which memes live, reproduce, compete, and mutate.

Within the ideosphere, there are niches, just like the niches of the biological world. The first
joke above ("frayed knot"), has a large audience: All English-speaking people. But notice that,
because it's a play on words, specifically on the fact that "afraid not" and "a frayed knot" sound alike,
it can't be translated to other languages so it can't live in the Russian-speaking section of the
ideosphere.

The second joke (Descartes) has a much smaller niche: Philosophers, mathematicians, and a few
other individuals who know who Descartes was, and exactly what he meant when he said, "I think,
therefore I am."

Memeplexes

Truth, in the matters of religion, is simply the opinion that has survived.
— Oscar Wilde (1854-1900)

Imagine I said to you, "Hey, did you hear? There's this girl named Mary in the Hospital
downtown, and she had a baby the other day, and they say she'd never had sex with anyone!" By itself,
this would be kind of cool news, and (assuming you believed me), you might tell a friend or two, and
perhaps the story would spread for a week or so. But then it would die out. It's a moderately
interesting meme, but in today's world where supermarket tabloid headlines shout impossible "facts"
daily, it wouldn't be long before this "Virgin Mary" meme faded into oblivion.

But the Christian version of this meme is coupled with thousands of other Christian memes,
including memes such as: There is one God; Jesus Christ was God's son; You are inherently sinful,
but accepting Christ can absolve you; If you accept Christ, you will be magnificently rewarded; if you



don't accept Christ, you will be horribly punished; The Bible is God's inerrant word; You should
convert non-Christians to Christianity; There are priests who know more than you about God, Christ
and the Bible ... and many, many more.

These Christian memes are an example of a memeplex, a set of mutually dependent, symbiotic
memes, each one of which probably would not survive, but when taken as a group, become a
survivor, a set of concepts that are passed reliably and frequently from one brain to the next. Religion
is an example of an especially rich and powerful memeplex.

Notice the symbiosis in the Christian memeplex: The individual memes each benefit from the
complex, and contribute to the survival of other memes in the complex. The relationship 1s mutually
beneficial. These memes together form a very powerful memeplex that has survived for nearly two
thousand years.

This book is also a large memeplex. Each chapter, and each section within each chapter,
introduces you to new memes. Any one topic, like the Martyrdom meme, 1s interesting, but hardly
likely to change your fundamental views on religion. But taken together, the memeplex presented in
this book is far more powerful (or so the author hopes!) than the sum of the individual memes.

Religion as Memes

Ignorance more frequently begets confidence than does knowledge: it is those who know
little, and not those who know much, who so positively assert that this or that problem
will never be solved by science.

— Charles Darwin

Earlier, we studied the eight great trends in religion memes, things like intolerance, polytheism-
to-monotheism, and globalization. Now that we've defined memes more clearly, and had a quick
lesson on Evolution Science, let's make sure we understand that religion is a huge, magnificent
memeplex.

Most societies spend vast amounts of time and effort passing their religious beliefs to their
children. It ranks at the top of things our parents expect us to learn, alongside reading, writing,
arithmetic, history, and science. In fact, some parents (particularly those in America's more
conservative churches) consider their children's religious training to be the only truly important
subject; reading is of course necessary so that one can study the scriptures, but arithmetic, critical
thinking, and particularly science, are often far down the list of priorities for these parents. Tiny
children who have just learned their first words are sent to Sunday School every week to begin
learning the memes. Kindergarteners act in Christmas plays about the birth of Jesus. Muslims teach
their boys to show their devotion by praying five times every day. For many families, visiting their
place of worship on the Sabbath (which falls on Friday, Saturday or Sunday, depending on your faith)
1s mandatory.

This is the hallmark of cultural evolution, of a memplex: It is information that is passed, very
deliberately, very reliably, and with high fidelity, from one person to the next, from parent to child,
from generation to generation.

Religion is the all-time best self-replicating meme complex in the history of humans.

The Danger of the Metaphor



The folly of mistaking a paradox for a discovery, a metaphor for a proof, a torrent of
verbiage for a spring of capital truths, and oneself for an oracle, is inborn in us.
— Paul Vale'ry (1871-1945)

Years ago, in my electrical engineering days, I was working late one night trying to debug a
circuit I'd designed and built. Things were going pretty well, until all at once the circuit went
completely dead. No matter where I put my oscilloscope's probe or my voltmeter, nothing. Nada.
Zilch. 1 checked the power supply — plenty of voltage. The oscilloscope itself? Still working. The
voltmeter? As accurate as ever. The circuit? Still dead.

Then I realized, to my chagrin, that I'd been putting the oscilloscope and voltmeter on my
blueprints, not on the circuit itself! I was so used to thinking of the circuitry in the abstract "language"
of an electrical engineer's circuit diagram, that the two blended together in my mind. No doubt the
lateness of the hour contributed. The great philosopher and mathematician René Descartes (from
whose name we get our word, cartography, the science of map making), once said, "Don't confuse
the map with the terrain." In other words, the map is just a model of reality, not reality itself. My late-
night mistake was exactly that: I confused the map itself (the circuit's blueprint) for the terrain (the
circuit).

The same thing can happen when discussing evolution. We use many words in a metaphorical
sense, and build a "mental model" of the process of natural selection that includes many verbs and
adjectives drawn from everyday life. For example, we say "the Yahweh meme mutated..." which
suggests some kind of active, intentional motivation from the meme. Or we say, "Each species wants
to survive," or "Competition is fierce between memes." It is important to remember that these are just
metaphors. There is no desire, intentionality, motivation or any other emotion in the process of
evolution. Natural selection, whether for creatures or for memes, is nothing more than a filtering
process.

We use a strainer to remove the tea leaves from our tea, and we might say, "The strainer lets the
tea through and stops the leaves," suggesting that the strainer somehow has an active part to play in
the process. But we all know that it is a metaphor, that filtering tea is a purely mechanical process.
When we say, "The tea strainer lets the tea through," it is an entirely different meaning than when we
say, "The policeman lets the pedestrians through."

Darwin himself wrote about this very problem in Origin of the Species. Darwin noted that for
brevity and convenience, we use words which have other connotations, and must be careful not to
read too much into these terms:

[Some] have objected that the term selection implies conscious choice in the animals
which become modified; and it had even been urged that, as plants have no volition,
natural selection is not applicable to them! In the literal sense of the word, no doubt,
natural selection is a false term, ... It has been said that I speak of natural selection as
an active power or Deity;, but who objects to an author speaking of the attraction of
gravity as ruling the movements of the planets? Every one knows what is meant and is
implied by such metaphorical expressions; and they are almost necessary for brevity. So
again it is difficult to avoid personifying the word Nature, but I mean by Nature, only
the aggregate action and product of many natural laws, and by laws [I mean] the
sequence of events as ascertained by us. With a little familiarity such superficial
objections will be forgotten.



As we continue our discussion of memes and evolution, keep in mind that the words we use are
metaphorical, and that evolution is an entirely inanimate process.

An Example: Was Joseph Jesus' Father or Not?

If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his
brothers and sisters, yes, even his own life, he cannot be my disciple.
— Jesus Christ (Luke 14:26)

The battle over adoptionism during the second century AD is an example of competing memes
responding to evolutionary pressure. The adoptionist meme says that Jesus was born human, not
divine and later adopted by Yahweh as His son. Adoptionists believed that Joseph was Jesus' father
and Mary was his mother (not a virgin), and that through Jesus' sinless devotion, God was very
pleased and took Jesus as His own son, making him divine at Jesus' death. The anti-adoptionist
meme 1s the now-familiar (i.e. orthodox) view, that Jesus was born of a virgin and was divine from
birth, and that Jesus and God are part of a single Holy Trinity.

The scribes of the second century were educated men, well aware of the debate that was raging
about this question. Some of the gospels they were copying contained phrases that supported the
Adoptionist's beliefs. When Joseph and Mary took Jesus to the Temple, and the holy man Simon
blessed Jesus, "his father and mother were marveling at what was said to him" (Luke 2:33). The
scribes changed this to "Joseph and his mother..." In several other places, Jesus' original "parents"
were changed to "Joseph and his mother".

With the Council of Nicaea, the anti-adoptionist meme won the day. The subtle alterations of the
Gospel helped its case by changing the meme-environment slightly in its favor. The adoptionist meme
had several revivals through the centuries, but these were quickly suppressed by the anti-adoptionist
meme, which by then was firmly entrenched as Christian orthodoxy.

Summary: Evolution and Memes

It may be that our role on this planet is not to worship God, but to create him.
— Arthur C. Clarke

This chapter has been somewhat of a whirlwind tour of the principles of evolution, and how they
can be "abstracted" and applied to memes. Let's take a quick look back:

Reproduction is the first principle of evolution. While the "reproductive motive" for biological
life ranges from simple biochemistry to complex mating rituals, whatever the motive force may be, it
is encoded in the genes. Similarly, memes have a wide variety of motivating features that cause you to
repeat them, to teach them to someone else, but it is the meme itself that contains this motive force,
that has the impetus for its own reproduction.

Overpopulation, the tendency of all species to produce far more offspring than can survive in
each generation, provides the raw material for natural selection, the process that weeds out the less
fit, and passes on the more fit individuals. Memes, like biological life, have these same two features:
There are far more ideas generated than can survive, and only the best ones get passed on to the next
generation.

And finally, mutation is the source of all variability, the origin of all change and improvement in
species. Although mutation i1s random and mostly detrimental, occasionally a beneficial mutation



occurs, which is rapidly amplified in the population by natural selection. Memes, like genes, are
subject to mutation, but they additionally can be modified deliberately, with intent.

We also noted that memes, like genes, can be confined to a ecological niche, a particular subset
of the whole ecology that is suitable to the meme's "needs."

In other words, both genes and memes are subject to the fundamental principles of evolution.
Both consist of self-replicating information that tends to overpopulate, both are subject to change and
mutation, and both are filtered by natural selection. The result is the creation of increasingly complex,
intertwined entities: genomes for DNA, and memeplexes for ideas.



Interlude: The Southern Baptists

I never told my religion nor scrutinized that of another. I never attempted to make a
convert nor wished to change another's creed. I have judged of others' religion by their
lives, for it is from our lives and not from our words that our religion must be read. By
the same test must the world judge me.

— Thomas Jefferson

I had the opportunity to become deeply involved for several years with a family that attended the
Church of Christ. For those not familiar with America's ch