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1 A meme is an idea, behavior, or style that
spreads from person to person within a cul-
ture through imitation and often carries sym-
bolic meaning that represents a particular phe-
nomenon or theme. Memes serve as units for
carrying cultural ideas, symbols, or practices,
and they can be transmitted from one mind to
another through various means such as writing,
speech, gestures, rituals, or other imitable be-
haviors. Supporters of the concept view memes
as cultural analogues to genes in that they self-
replicate, mutate, and respond to selective pres-
sures.

Memes are theorized to be viral phenomena that evolve by natural selection in a
manner similar to biological evolution. This occurs through processes analogous
to variation, mutation, competition, and inheritance, which influence a meme’s
reproductive success. Memes spread by generating behaviors in their hosts,
and those that propagate less effectively may become extinct, while others that
replicate more efficiently may survive, spread, and even mutate. Some memes
may replicate successfully even if they are detrimental to the welfare of their
hosts.

The study of memes, known as memetics, emerged in the 1990s to explore
the transmission of memes through an evolutionary framework. This field has
faced criticism from various perspectives, questioning the empirical study of
memes and the categorization of culture into discrete units. Critics are partic-
ularly skeptical of the biological basis of memetics. Despite these challenges,
advances in neuroimaging technology may provide tools for empirical analysis
in the future.
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The term "meme" was coined by Richard Dawkins in his 1976 book "The
Selfish Gene." Dawkins intended the term to reflect the concept of cultural
transmission and evolution. He welcomed the suggestion by N.K. Humphrey
that "memes should be considered as living structures, not just metaphorically,"
proposing that memes physically reside in the brain. Although Dawkins’ original
intention was simpler, he later endorsed Humphrey’s and Susan Blackmore’s
ideas for developing a scientific theory of memes, complete with predictions and
empirical support.

Richard Dawkins’ concept of memes provides a framework for understand-
ing cultural evolution in a manner analogous to biological evolution. Here’s a
detailed explanation of Dawkins’ ideas and how they apply to the concept of
cultural evolution:

The Concept of Culture and Memes
Dawkins posits that much of what distinguishes humans from other species

can be encapsulated in the word "culture." Unlike genetic transmission, which
is primarily biological, cultural transmission involves the spread of ideas, be-
haviors, and practices through imitation and learning.

Cultural Transmission and Evolution
Cultural transmission, according to Dawkins, operates in a manner similar

to genetic transmission. Although it is fundamentally conservative—tending to
preserve and replicate existing ideas and behaviors—it also allows for change
and adaptation, leading to a form of evolution. This cultural evolution can be
observed in the way ideas spread, mutate, and either persist or disappear over
time.

Genes as Replicators
In biological terms, genes are the fundamental units of selection and repli-

cation. They pass on traits from one generation to the next, subject to natural
selection pressures. The survival and propagation of genes depend on their
ability to confer advantages that enhance reproductive success.

Memes as Replicators
Dawkins extends this concept to culture by introducing the idea of memes

as replicators within the realm of human culture. Memes are units of cultural
information that replicate by being transmitted from one mind to another. This
can happen through various means, such as language, writing, rituals, and other
imitable behaviors.

Mechanisms of Memetic Evolution
1. **Variation**: Just as genetic variation arises through mutations, memes

can vary through changes in the way ideas are expressed or understood. 2.
**Mutation**: Memes can change and evolve when individuals alter or reinter-
pret ideas before passing them on. 3. **Competition**: Memes compete for
attention and retention within the minds of individuals. The most "fit" memes—
those that are most appealing, memorable, or useful—are more likely to spread.
4. **Inheritance**: Memes are passed from one individual to another through
communication and imitation, much like genes are inherited biologically.

Cultural Evolution
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Through these mechanisms, memes contribute to cultural evolution. Ideas
that resonate well within a society or provide some advantage (such as better
problem-solving or enhanced social cohesion) are more likely to be retained and
propagated. Over time, this can lead to significant changes in cultural norms,
behaviors, and societal structures.

The Impact of Memes
Memes can lead to both beneficial and detrimental outcomes. Positive cul-

tural evolution might include the development of science, technology, and ethics,
which improve human welfare. However, harmful memes can also spread, such
as those promoting violence, discrimination, or unfounded beliefs, leading to
negative societal consequences.

From the perspectives mentioned above, Dawkins’ concept of memes as cul-
tural replicators provides a powerful lens through which to understand the dy-
namics of cultural evolution. By drawing parallels between genetic and cultural
transmission, Dawkins highlights how ideas and behaviors can evolve, adapt,
and shape human societies in profound ways. This framework underscores the
importance of cultural factors in human evolution, illustrating how culture itself
is subject to evolutionary processes similar to those that govern biological life.

By the way, in popular usage, the term "meme" often refers to internet
memes—typically images that are remixed, copied, and circulated within online
communities, creating a shared cultural experience. This modern application
highlights the adaptability and broad relevance of memes in contemporary cul-
ture.

2 Although Richard Dawkins coined the term "meme"
and developed the concept in his seminal work
The Selfish Gene, he acknowledged that the
idea was not entirely new. Similar notions have
been explored by other thinkers long before
Dawkins introduced his theory.

Historical Context of Memetic Ideas
The idea that ideas and cultural phenomena could be subject to evolution-

ary pressures akin to biological attributes was considered as far back as the
time of Charles Darwin. Notably, T. H. Huxley in 1880 suggested that intellec-
tual competition mirrors the physical struggle for existence: "The struggle for
existence holds as much in the intellectual as in the physical world. A theory
is a species of thinking, and its right to exist is coextensive with its power of
resisting extinction by its rivals."

Early Contributions to Memetic Thought
In 1904, Richard Semon introduced the term "mneme" in his work *Die

Mneme*, which was later translated into English in 1924. Semon’s concept
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shares similarities with Dawkins’s idea of the meme, focusing on the persistence
and transmission of cultural and biological information. Maurice Maeterlinck’s
1926 book *The Life of the White Ant* also utilized the term mneme, drawing
parallels to what Dawkins would later describe.

Related Concepts in Linguistics
Additionally, Kenneth Pike in 1954 introduced the terms "emic" and "etic"

to distinguish between insider and outsider perspectives in the study of com-
municative behavior. These terms were built upon linguistic units such as
phoneme, morpheme, and lexeme, originally laid out by Leonard Bloomfield.
Pike’s work highlighted the importance of understanding both the internal and
external viewpoints in analyzing cultural phenomena, a concept that dovetails
with memetic theory’s focus on the transmission and evolution of ideas.

3 Ants, bees, and humans all exhibit social and
political hierarchies that facilitate cooperation
and survival within their respective societies.
These hierarchies are integral to the function-
ing and organization of their social structures,
although the specific mechanisms and manifes-
tations differ significantly among these species.

Ants and Bees: Eusocial Insects
**Ants**: Ant societies are characterized by a rigid caste system that in-

cludes queens, workers, and soldiers. The queen’s primary role is reproduction,
while workers take on tasks such as foraging, nursing, and maintaining the nest.
Soldiers defend the colony. Communication within ant colonies is primarily
through pheromones, which convey information about food sources, threats,
and other colony needs.

- **Hierarchy and Division of Labor**: The ant hierarchy is based on phys-
ical and behavioral differences among the castes, each specialized for specific
functions. This division of labor allows for efficient operation and survival of
the colony. - **Centralized Control**: The queen ant is central to the colony’s
reproductive success, but she does not "command" in the human sense. Instead,
the colony operates through a decentralized system where individual ants re-
spond to local cues and pheromones.

**Bees**: Bee colonies, particularly honeybees, also have a caste system
that includes a single queen, numerous workers, and a few drones. The queen
is the sole reproductive female, while worker bees perform various tasks such as
foraging, nursing, and hive maintenance. Drones’ primary role is to mate with
the queen.

- **Caste Roles and Communication**: Similar to ants, bees have a well-
defined division of labor based on caste. Worker bees use a complex system of
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communication, including the famous "waggle dance," to convey information
about the location of food sources. - **Social Cooperation**: The highly co-
operative nature of bee societies ensures efficient functioning of the hive, with
workers supporting the queen and brood through their various tasks.

Humans: Social and Political Hierarchies
**Humans**: Human societies exhibit more complex and varied social and

political hierarchies than those of ants and bees. Human hierarchies are not
solely based on physical or reproductive roles but are influenced by cultural,
economic, political, and social factors.

- **Variety of Social Structures**: Human societies range from tribal sys-
tems with kin-based leadership to complex nation-states with formal political
institutions. Social hierarchies can be based on factors such as wealth, edu-
cation, occupation, and political power. - **Dynamic and Adaptive**: Unlike
the relatively fixed hierarchies of ants and bees, human social and political
hierarchies are dynamic and can change over time due to social movements,
revolutions, economic changes, and other factors. - **Communication and Gov-
ernance**: Humans use sophisticated language and symbolic communication to
share information, establish laws, and govern societies. Political systems vary
widely, from autocratic regimes to democratic governments, each with different
methods of power distribution and decision-making.

Comparison and Evolutionary Perspectives
- **Eusociality in Insects**: The eusocial structure of ants and bees, char-

acterized by cooperative brood care, overlapping generations, and division of
labor, is considered one of the most advanced forms of social organization. This
system has evolved to maximize the survival and reproductive success of the
colony as a whole. - **Human Social Evolution**: Human social hierarchies
are more flexible and complex, reflecting the species’ cognitive abilities, cultural
evolution, and adaptability. The development of social norms, legal systems,
and governance structures has allowed humans to create large, stable societies
with intricate networks of cooperation and competition.

While ants, bees, and humans all exhibit social and political hierarchies,
the nature and complexity of these hierarchies differ significantly. Eusocial
insects like ants and bees have evolved rigid, caste-based systems optimized
for colony survival, relying heavily on chemical communication and division of
labor. In contrast, human hierarchies are more fluid and multifaceted, influenced
by a wide range of social, cultural, and political factors. Understanding these
differences provides insights into the diverse strategies of social organization in
the natural world and the unique path of human social evolution.
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4 The roles of genes and memes in the evolution
of social and political hierarchies in ants, bees,
and humans reveal distinct yet interconnected
mechanisms driving behavior and organization
within these species. Understanding these dif-
ferences underscores the unique pathways of
social evolution.

Genes in Social and Political Hierarchies
In ants and bees, genetic factors heavily influence social behavior and hier-

archy, establishing a system known as eusociality. This system is characterized
by a high degree of genetic specialization, which is pivotal to the functionality
of their colonies:

**Ants and Bees: Genetic Determinism in Eusociality**
- **Caste System**: The division of labor within ant and bee colonies into

queens, workers, and soldiers (or drones in bees) is largely determined by ge-
netic and epigenetic factors. For instance, in bees, larvae fed royal jelly develop
into queens, while those on a regular diet become workers. This differentiation
is essential for maintaining the colony’s structure and efficiency. - **Behavioral
Traits**: Specific behaviors such as foraging, nursing, and defending the colony
are influenced by genetic programming. Research indicates that certain genes
are associated with these tasks, ensuring that the colony functions smoothly
and survives environmental challenges. - **Kin Selection**: The concept of kin
selection is vital in these colonies, where workers forego their reproductive po-
tential to support the queen, who shares a significant portion of their genes. This
behavior enhances the propagation of their genetic material, albeit indirectly.

In contrast, human social and political hierarchies, while influenced by ge-
netic factors, are profoundly shaped by cultural evolution:

**Humans: Genetic and Cultural Co-evolution**
- **Genetic Predispositions**: Human behaviors, cognitive abilities, and

even aspects of leadership and cooperation can be influenced by genetic traits.
However, these predispositions interact with a myriad of environmental factors,
making human social structures far more complex and flexible. - **Cultural
Transmission**: Unlike ants and bees, human social and political hierarchies
are significantly influenced by cultural factors, transmitted through learning and
imitation—a process encapsulated in the concept of memes.

Memes in Social and Political Hierarchies
The role of memes, or units of cultural transmission, highlights a fundamen-

tal distinction between human societies and eusocial insect colonies:
**Ants and Bees: Limited Role of Memes**
In eusocial insects, the concept of memes is less applicable due to their

reliance on genetic programming:
- **Innate Behaviors**: The majority of behaviors in ants and bees are
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innate rather than learned. While there is some evidence of learning and adap-
tation, the transmission of behaviors through imitation, as seen in human cul-
ture, is minimal. - **Chemical Communication**: Information transfer in these
colonies primarily occurs through pheromones and other chemical signals, ge-
netically determined communication modes rather than culturally transmitted
memes.

**Humans: Memes and Cultural Evolution**
In human societies, memes play a crucial role in shaping social and political

hierarchies:
- **Social Learning**: Humans possess a unique ability to learn from one

another and pass on knowledge, behaviors, and cultural practices through imita-
tion and communication. This capacity allows for the rapid spread and evolution
of social norms, political ideologies, and organizational structures. - **Cultural
Adaptation**: Memes enable human societies to adapt to changing environ-
ments and challenges. Political ideologies like democracy, socialism, and au-
thoritarianism are memes that evolve over time, influencing the structure and
functioning of societies. - **Complex Societies**: The ability to transmit com-
plex ideas and behaviors culturally has allowed humans to develop sophisticated
social and political hierarchies, far surpassing the genetic determinism seen in
ants and bees.

Integration of Genes and Memes
In both ants, bees, and humans, the integration of genetic and memetic

factors is crucial for understanding the evolution of their social and political
hierarchies:

**Eusocial Insects**: In ants and bees, genetic determinism is predominant.
However, environmental influences and limited learning behaviors can still affect
colony organization and survival.

**Humans**: The interplay between genes and memes is dynamic in hu-
mans, with cultural evolution often driving social changes that feed back to
influence genetic selection, such as social norms affecting reproductive success.

Therefore, the social and political hierarchies of ants, bees, and humans are
shaped by different balances of genetic and memetic factors. In eusocial insects,
genetic determinism dominates, creating rigid caste systems and behaviors. In
contrast, humans rely on cultural transmission and memetic evolution to drive
social organization, leading to the development of complex, adaptive societies.
Understanding these differences highlights the unique paths of social evolution in
these species, demonstrating the intricate interplay between genetic inheritance
and cultural learning.
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5 The concept of memes, as proposed by Richard
Dawkins, applies to cultural units of transmis-
sion that propagate through imitation. In the
context of despotism, the idea of "memes of
despotism" refers to the cultural, behavioral,
and ideological patterns that support and per-
petuate authoritarian rule.

Let’s explore how this applies to ants, bees, and humans, as well as the notion
of "genes of despotism."

Memes of Despotism in Ants, Bees, and Humans
**Ants and Bees:**
In ants and bees, the concept of memes is less applicable because their social

structure is primarily governed by genetic and biochemical cues rather than
cultural transmission. However, one could argue that the rigid, hierarchical
organization seen in these insect societies mirrors despotic structures.

- **Ants and Bees Hierarchy:** The queen in both ants and bees could be
seen as a despot in that she holds the central reproductive role, while workers
and soldiers perform their duties in a highly regimented and controlled en-
vironment. This hierarchy is not culturally transmitted but genetically and
chemically enforced through pheromones and other signals.

**Humans:**
In human societies, memes of despotism can indeed be identified. These

include ideas, behaviors, and symbols that reinforce authoritarian rule, such as:
- **Cult of Personality:** Propagation of the leader’s image and infallibility.

- **State-Controlled Media:** Spread of state-approved messages that glorify
the regime and suppress dissent. - **Rituals and Symbols:** Use of nationalis-
tic symbols, parades, and ceremonies to foster loyalty and obedience. - **Cen-
sorship and Repression:** Norms and practices that justify the suppression of
opposition and control over information.

Memes of Oriental Despotism
Oriental despotism refers to a specific type of autocratic rule historically

observed in Eastern societies, characterized by centralized control, bureaucratic
administration, and often a divine mandate for the ruler.

- **Bureaucratic Control:** The idea that the state should control all as-
pects of life, from the economy to individual freedoms, can be seen as a meme
perpetuating oriental despotism. - **Divine Right of Kings:** The belief that
the ruler is divinely appointed and thus unquestionable. - **Filial Piety and
Loyalty:** Cultural practices emphasizing loyalty to authority figures, extending
from the family to the state.

Genes of Despotism in Ants, Bees, and Humans
**Ants and Bees:**
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In eusocial insects like ants and bees, genetic factors determine the hierar-
chical and cooperative structures essential for colony survival. The "genes of
despotism" in this context refer to the genetic predispositions that enforce strict
social roles and hierarchical control.

- **Reproductive Roles:** Genes that determine which individuals become
queens and which become workers or soldiers. - **Behavioral Genes:** Genes
that influence foraging, nursing, and defending behaviors that support the colony’s
structure.

**Humans:**
In humans, the concept of "genes of despotism" is more complex. While

there is no direct genetic predisposition to authoritarianism, genetic factors can
influence behaviors that contribute to hierarchical and authoritarian structures.

- **Leadership Traits:** Genetic predispositions towards certain personality
traits, such as dominance and aggressiveness, can facilitate the rise of author-
itarian leaders. - **Social Behaviors:** Genes influencing social behaviors like
conformity and obedience can be co-opted by authoritarian regimes to maintain
control.

Thus, while ants and bees demonstrate hierarchical and controlled social
structures that resemble despotism, these structures are driven by genetic and
biochemical mechanisms rather than cultural memes. In contrast, human soci-
eties propagate authoritarianism through cultural memes that perpetuate and
justify centralized control. The interplay of genes and memes in human evolu-
tion has led to the development of complex social structures where authoritari-
anism can thrive under certain conditions. Understanding these dynamics helps
explain why despotism has been a persistent form of governance throughout
history.

6 The terms despotism, autocracy, authoritari-
anism, and totalitarianism are often used inter-
changeably in discussions about political sys-
tems, but they refer to different types and de-
grees of centralized control. Here’s a detailed
explanation of each:

Despotism Despotism is a form of government where a single entity rules with
absolute power. This entity can be an individual (a despot) or a group. Despo-
tism is characterized by the absence of democratic processes and often features
arbitrary rule, where the ruler’s whims dictate the laws and policies. Histori-
cally, despotism has been associated with rulers who exercise power in a cruel
and oppressive way.

- **Characteristics**: - Absolute power concentrated in the hands of a single
ruler or a small group. - Arbitrary and oppressive governance. - Lack of legal

9



constraints on the ruler’s power.
Autocracy
Autocracy is a political system where a single person holds all power, typi-

cally through inheritance or force. Unlike despotism, which emphasizes oppres-
sive rule, autocracy focuses more on the concentration of power rather than its
exercise. An autocrat may or may not be tyrannical; the key feature is the lack
of political pluralism and the concentration of authority.

- **Characteristics**: - One person holds absolute power. - Power is often
hereditary or taken by force. - Centralized control over political decisions, with
little to no input from other branches of government or the public.

Authoritarianism
Authoritarianism is a form of government characterized by strong central

power and limited political freedoms. Unlike autocracy, which focuses on who
holds power, authoritarianism describes how power is maintained and exercised.
Authoritarian regimes often use propaganda, censorship, and state-controlled
institutions to maintain control and suppress dissent.

- **Characteristics**: - Centralized control with limited political pluralism.
- Suppression of political opposition and dissent. - Controlled or manipulated
elections, if they occur at all. - Limited individual freedoms and civil liberties.

Totalitarianism
Totalitarianism is an extreme form of authoritarianism where the state seeks

to control every aspect of public and private life. This includes not only political
control but also control over the economy, culture, education, and even the
personal beliefs and attitudes of its citizens. Totalitarian regimes use pervasive
surveillance, propaganda, and terror to maintain their rule.

- **Characteristics**: - Total control over all aspects of life, both public
and private. - Extensive use of propaganda to control thoughts and beliefs. -
State control of the economy, media, and education. - Use of surveillance, secret
police, and widespread terror to enforce compliance.

Comparative Overview - **Despotism**: Emphasizes oppressive and arbi-
trary rule by a single ruler or small group. - **Autocracy**: Focuses on the
concentration of power in a single individual, without necessarily implying op-
pressive rule. - **Authoritarianism**: Centralized control with limited political
freedoms, maintained through suppression of opposition. - **Totalitarianism**:
Extreme form of authoritarianism where the state controls nearly every aspect
of life.

Examples in History - **Despotism**: Ancient rulers like Nero in Rome
or Pharaohs in Egypt. - **Autocracy**: Tsarist Russia under Nicholas II. -
**Authoritarianism**: Modern examples include Franco’s Spain or Pinochet’s
Chile. - **Totalitarianism**: Nazi Germany under Hitler, Stalinist USSR, and
North Korea under the Kim dynasty.

Understanding these distinctions helps clarify the nuances in different forms
of centralized power and their impacts on society and governance.
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7 Richard Dawkins, in his exploration of memes,
describes them as units of cultural transmis-
sion that propagate through imitation. Memes,
like genes, undergo variation, selection, and
replication, which allows them to spread through
a culture. In this context, concepts such as
"God" and titles like "king" or "emperor" are
particularly effective memes due to their pro-
found psychological and social impacts, as well
as their capacity for imitation and replication.

7.1 God as a Meme
The concept of God is one of the most powerful and enduring memes for several
reasons:

Simplicity and Universality: The idea of a supreme being or divine force
is simple and easily grasped by people across different cultures and societies.
It addresses fundamental human questions about existence, purpose, and the
afterlife, making it universally appealing.

Emotional Resonance: Belief in God often evokes strong emotions, such as
hope, fear, and love. These emotions enhance the meme’s stickiness, making it
more likely to be retained and transmitted.

Social Cohesion and Control: Religions centered around the concept of God
often provide a framework for social cohesion, moral codes, and laws. This
societal function makes the God meme beneficial for maintaining order and
unity within a community.

Cultural Transmission: The God meme is reinforced through various forms
of cultural transmission, such as rituals, stories, art, and education. These
methods ensure that the concept is deeply ingrained in the minds of individuals
from a young age.

Replication and Variation: The God meme can adapt and vary, leading to
the formation of different religions and denominations. This variability allows
the meme to fit diverse cultural contexts and survive changes over time.

7.2 King and Emperor as Memes
Titles like "king" and "emperor" also serve as powerful memes due to their
historical significance and ability to symbolize authority and order:

Symbol of Authority: The concepts of kingship and emperorship are deeply
associated with power, control, and legitimacy. These titles confer a sense of
order and stability, which societies value.
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Historical Precedence: Throughout history, kings and emperors have played
central roles in governance and societal structure. This historical precedence
makes the meme familiar and easily accepted across different cultures.

Narrative and Mythology: The roles of kings and emperors are often embed-
ded in national narratives, myths, and folklore. These stories perpetuate the
idea of a single, powerful leader and reinforce the meme.

Social Hierarchy and Structure: The titles of king and emperor help define
social hierarchies and structures, providing a clear chain of command. This
clarity is beneficial for organizing large groups of people and maintaining social
order.

Replication through Institutions: Monarchies and empires often create in-
stitutions that perpetuate the titles of king and emperor. These institutions,
such as royal courts and bureaucracies, ensure the continual replication and
transmission of the meme.

Thus, according to Richard Dawkins’ theory of memes, the concepts of
"God," "king," and "emperor" are particularly effective memes because they
fulfill fundamental psychological and social needs. They are easily imitated and
replicated, evoke strong emotional responses, and provide frameworks for social
cohesion and order. These characteristics make them resilient and pervasive
elements of human culture, capable of enduring through generations and across
different societies.

8 The theory of memes provides a compelling
framework for understanding why certain in-
stitutions, such as despotism, authoritarian-
ism, and totalitarianism, have been more easily
transmitted and replicated over the last 7,000
years compared to institutions like liberty, prop-
erty rights, rule of law, and constitutional democ-
racy.

Memes, as units of cultural transmission, spread through imitation and replica-
tion. They are particularly effective when they resonate strongly with human
psychology and societal structures. Here are some insights into why despotic
institutions propagate more easily:

8.1 Despotism, Authoritarianism, and Totalitarianism
Concentration of Power:

Simplified Decision-Making: In autocratic systems, power is concentrated
in the hands of a single ruler or a small group. This centralization simplifies
decision-making processes, making the system more efficient in responding to
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threats and maintaining order. This efficiency can be appealing and thus easily
replicated.

Clear Hierarchies: These systems establish clear social hierarchies and chains
of command, which can reduce uncertainty and provide a sense of stability.
People are often more comfortable with clear and predictable power structures.

Fear and Control:
Effective Use of Fear: Authoritarian regimes often use fear and propaganda

to maintain control. Fear is a powerful emotion that can override other con-
siderations, making populations more compliant and less likely to challenge the
status quo.

Control of Information: By controlling education, media, and public dis-
course, these regimes can suppress dissenting ideas and promote their own nar-
ratives, ensuring the meme of authoritarianism remains dominant.

8.2 Cultural and Historical Precedents:
Deep Historical Roots: Many cultures have long histories of monarchies and
empires, where authoritarian rule was the norm. These historical precedents
create a cultural inertia that makes authoritarianism seem like a natural state
of affairs.

Mythology and Tradition: Authoritarian rulers often tie their legitimacy to
religious or cultural traditions, which can make their rule seem divinely ordained
or culturally appropriate.

8.3 Liberty, Property Rights, Rule of Law, and Constitu-
tional Democracy

Complexity and Maintenance:
Complex Frameworks: Democratic institutions and the rule of law require

complex frameworks of checks and balances, legal systems, and civic engage-
ment. This complexity makes them harder to establish and maintain compared
to simpler autocratic systems.

Ongoing Maintenance: Democracies require continuous effort to maintain,
including regular elections, active civic participation, and the constant vigilance
of civil liberties. This ongoing effort can be a barrier to their replication.

Diffuse Power:
Dispersed Authority: The diffusion of power in democratic systems can lead

to slower decision-making and difficulties in achieving consensus. This can make
such systems seem less efficient in times of crisis, reducing their immediate
appeal.

Challenge to Entrenched Interests: Establishing property rights and the rule
of law often involves challenging entrenched interests and redistributing power,
which can be met with significant resistance from those who benefit from the
status quo.

Ideological and Educational Requirements:
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Need for Civic Education: Successful democracies rely on a well-informed
citizenry that understands and values democratic principles. This requires ex-
tensive civic education, which can be difficult to implement and sustain.

High Levels of Trust: Democracies require high levels of social trust and
cooperation, which can be difficult to build in societies with deep divisions or
histories of conflict.

8.4 Meme Theory Explanation
According to Richard Dawkins’ meme theory, ideas that resonate strongly with
human psychology and are easily imitated tend to spread more effectively.
Despotism and authoritarianism often capitalize on fundamental human tenden-
cies towards hierarchical organization, fear, and the desire for stability. These
memes are straightforward, emotionally potent, and can be reinforced through
cultural and historical narratives, making them highly transmissible.

In contrast, the memes of liberty, property rights, rule of law, and consti-
tutional democracy require more abstract thinking, higher levels of education,
and the willingness to engage in complex and sometimes contentious processes.
They rely on values like trust, cooperation, and the diffusion of power, which
can be harder to cultivate and sustain, making these memes less immediately
appealing and more challenging to replicate.

By understanding these dynamics through the lens of meme theory, we can
see why authoritarian regimes have historically been more prevalent and persis-
tent, while democratic institutions require more deliberate and sustained efforts
to establish and maintain.

9 The concept of memes provides a powerful frame-
work for understanding the persistence and deep
entrenchment of despotic, authoritarian, and
totalitarian systems in China. By combining
Richard Dawkins’ meme theory with Karl Wit-
tfogel’s detailed analysis of oriental despotism,
we can explore how these political structures
have become deeply rooted in Chinese society.

9.1 Meme Theory and Despotism in China
**Meme Theory**: According to Richard Dawkins, memes are units of cultural
transmission that spread through imitation. Memes, much like genes, undergo
a process of variation, mutation, competition, and inheritance, which influences
their survival and replication. Memes that resonate deeply with human psy-
chology or societal structures are more likely to persist and spread.

14



**Despotism as a Meme**: Despotic, authoritarian, and totalitarian memes
resonate strongly with human tendencies towards hierarchical organization, de-
sire for stability, and fear-based compliance. These political structures offer
clear, centralized control, reducing uncertainty and providing a sense of secu-
rity. This simplicity and effectiveness in maintaining order make despotic memes
highly transmissible and resilient.

9.2 Wittfogel’s Oriental Despotism
**Oriental Despotism**: Karl Wittfogel, in his work "Oriental Despotism: A
Comparative Study of Total Power," argues that the centralized bureaucratic
control characteristic of hydraulic civilizations, such as ancient China, has led to
the development of despotic regimes. These regimes maintain control over large
populations through strict administrative hierarchies and centralized power.

**China’s Historical Context**: China’s history is marked by long periods
of centralized, bureaucratic rule. From the Qin Dynasty’s legalist foundations
to the complex administrative structures of the Han, Tang, and subsequent
dynasties, China has developed a strong tradition of centralized authority. This
tradition continued into the modern era with the Communist Party’s control,
emphasizing unity, stability, and centralized governance.

9.3 The Synergy of Memes and Historical Context
**Reinforcement of Despotic Memes**: The historical context provided by Wit-
tfogel aligns well with meme theory. In China, the meme of despotism has been
continuously reinforced through thousands of years of centralized bureaucratic
rule. The practical benefits of centralized control, such as effective resource
distribution and defense, have made this meme resilient and deeply entrenched.

**Adaptation and Survival**: Despotic memes in China have shown a re-
markable ability to adapt and survive through various political upheavals. From
the imperial dynasties to the Nationalist period, and finally to the Communist
regime, the core principles of centralized authority and control have persisted.
Each regime has adopted these principles, modified them to fit contemporary
needs, and perpetuated the meme of despotism.

9.4 Despotism in Modern China
**Contemporary Manifestation**: In modern China, the Communist Party has
effectively perpetuated the despotic meme. The Party’s emphasis on stability,
control, and centralized decision-making resonates with historical precedents
and cultural expectations. President Xi Jinping’s calls to "inherit the red gene"
and maintain the "red regime" are contemporary expressions of this deeply
rooted meme.

**Challenges to Alternative Memes**: The memes of liberty, property rights,
rule of law, and constitutional democracy face significant challenges in China.
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These concepts require higher levels of civic education, social trust, and the dif-
fusion of power, which are difficult to cultivate in a society with a long tradition
of centralized authority. As a result, these alternative memes struggle to gain
traction and replicate within the Chinese cultural context.

Therefore, the combination of meme theory and Wittfogel’s analysis of orien-
tal despotism provides a comprehensive explanation for the deep entrenchment
of authoritarian and totalitarian systems in China. The meme of despotism,
reinforced by thousands of years of centralized bureaucratic rule, has become a
dominant cultural force. This explains why despotic institutions have persisted
and adapted in China, while alternative political systems have struggled to take
root. Understanding this dynamic is crucial for analyzing the complexities of
Chinese governance and its resistance to democratic reforms.

10 Meme theory, as proposed by Richard Dawkins,
offers a valuable framework for understanding
the persistence and adaptability of despotic
regimes. By examining Richard Pipes’ ex-
tensive work on Russian history, we can gain
deeper insights into how authoritarian memes
have shaped Russia from the era of the Tsars
to the reigns of Lenin, Stalin, and Putin.

Meme Theory and Despotic Regimes in Russia
**Meme Theory**: Richard Dawkins introduced the concept of memes as

units of cultural transmission that spread through imitation. Memes, much like
genes, undergo processes of variation, mutation, competition, and inheritance,
influencing their survival and replication within a culture. Memes that align
well with existing social structures and human psychology tend to persist and
dominate.

**Despotism as a Meme**: The meme of despotism, with its emphasis on
centralized control, authority, and order, is highly resilient. It aligns with hu-
man tendencies towards hierarchical organization and the desire for stability
in the face of uncertainty. This makes despotic memes particularly effective in
maintaining power across generations and political upheavals.

Richard Pipes’ Russian History
**Historical Context**: Richard Pipes, in his comprehensive three-volume

history of Russia, outlines the development of Russian autocracy from early
Tsarist rule through the Soviet era to contemporary governance under Putin.
Pipes’ work highlights the deep-rooted nature of centralized authority and the
mechanisms through which it has been maintained and reinforced.

**Tsarist Autocracy**: From the early Tsars, Russian governance was char-
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acterized by centralized autocratic rule. The Tsars maintained absolute power,
supported by a rigid hierarchical structure and a strong bureaucratic apparatus.
This period established a cultural expectation of strong, centralized authority.

**Soviet Era**: Lenin and Stalin perpetuated and intensified the meme of
despotism. Lenin’s Bolshevik Revolution replaced the Tsarist regime with a new
form of centralized control under the guise of proletarian dictatorship. Stalin
further entrenched this autocratic meme through his totalitarian rule, charac-
terized by widespread purges, a cult of personality, and absolute control over all
aspects of Soviet life. Pipes documents the continuity of autocratic principles
from the Tsars through to the Soviet leaders, emphasizing the adaptability of
the despotic meme.

**Putin’s Russia**: In contemporary Russia, Vladimir Putin has revived
many aspects of traditional Russian autocracy. Under his leadership, there
has been a consolidation of power, suppression of political opposition, and a
reassertion of state control over key economic sectors. Putin’s governance style
reflects the deep-seated meme of despotism that has persisted in Russia for
centuries. Pipes’ analysis underscores the cultural and historical continuity of
this meme, demonstrating its resilience and adaptability.

The Synergy of Memes and Historical Context
**Reinforcement of Despotic Memes**: The historical context provided by

Pipes aligns with meme theory. In Russia, the meme of despotism has been con-
tinuously reinforced through centuries of centralized rule, whether under Tsars,
Soviet leaders, or modern autocrats. This meme has adapted to various political
ideologies and economic conditions, ensuring its survival and dominance.

**Adaptation and Survival**: Despotic memes in Russia have shown re-
markable adaptability. They have persisted through revolutions, regime changes,
and economic transformations. The core principles of centralized control and
suppression of dissent have remained constant, even as the specific mechanisms
of governance have evolved.

### Conclusion
Combining meme theory with Richard Pipes’ detailed history of Russia pro-

vides a comprehensive understanding of the persistence and adaptability of
despotic regimes. The meme of despotism, deeply rooted in Russian culture
and history, has shown a remarkable ability to survive and adapt through var-
ious political and social transformations. This analysis highlights the power
of cultural memes in shaping the political landscape and the challenges of fos-
tering alternative governance models in societies with long-standing autocratic
traditions.

11 The Persistence of Totalitarian Memes in Rus-
sia: From the Tsars to Putin

#### Tsarist Autocracy
The totalitarian memes of Tsarist Russia were deeply embedded in the po-
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litical and social fabric of the country, characterized by an autocratic form of
governance that centralized power in the hands of the Tsar. This autocracy was
rooted in the belief that the Tsar was the absolute ruler, chosen by divine right,
and accountable only to God. The state apparatus, including the secret police,
military, and bureaucracy, was designed to maintain this absolute power and
suppress dissent.

#### The Constitutional Reform Movement
The constitutional reform movement in Russia, which began in the 1820s,

sought to introduce legal and institutional reforms to limit the Tsar’s power
and establish a more participatory form of governance. The Decembrist Revolt
of 1825 was an early manifestation of this movement, driven by young officers
who had been exposed to Enlightenment ideas and the democratic principles of
the West. Despite their efforts, the revolt was crushed, and the leaders were
executed or exiled, marking the resilience of the totalitarian memes that favored
autocracy.

Throughout the 19th century, various reformist efforts, including the liber-
alization attempts under Alexander II (such as the emancipation of the serfs
in 1861), were met with fierce resistance from conservative elements within the
government and society. The reforms were often incomplete and failed to dis-
mantle the fundamental structures of autocratic rule.

#### Lenin and the Bolshevik Revolution
The totalitarian memes found a new expression with the Bolshevik Revo-

lution in 1917. Vladimir Lenin, the leader of the Bolsheviks, harnessed the
centralized, authoritarian structures of the Tsarist regime to establish a one-
party state under the guise of a proletarian dictatorship. Lenin’s governance
style, marked by centralized control, suppression of political opposition, and ex-
tensive use of state propaganda, perpetuated the totalitarian traditions of the
past.

Lenin believed in the necessity of a vanguard party to lead the revolution
and maintain control over the state apparatus. His policies included the use
of the secret police (Cheka) to eliminate "enemies of the state" and the estab-
lishment of state control over the economy through War Communism and later
the New Economic Policy (NEP). These measures ensured that power remained
concentrated in the hands of the Communist Party.

#### Stalin’s Reinforcement of Totalitarianism
Joseph Stalin further entrenched totalitarian memes through his regime,

which became synonymous with extreme repression, mass purges, and state
terror. Stalin’s rule was characterized by the Great Purge (1936-1938), dur-
ing which millions were executed or sent to Gulags, and the collectivization of
agriculture, which led to widespread famine and suffering.

Stalin’s propaganda machinery glorified his image and the Communist Party
while vilifying perceived enemies. The state’s control over all aspects of life, in-
cluding education, media, and the economy, created an environment of fear and
conformity. This reinforced the meme of absolute state control and suppression
of individual freedoms.

#### Post-Soviet Continuity: Putin’s Russia
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The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 briefly interrupted the continuity of
totalitarian governance in Russia. However, the rise of Vladimir Putin in the late
1990s marked a resurgence of authoritarian practices. Putin’s administration
has been characterized by the centralization of power, curtailment of political
freedoms, and control over media and civil society.

Under Putin, the Russian state has reasserted its dominance through mea-
sures such as the restriction of independent media, the persecution of political
opponents, and the manipulation of electoral processes. The annexation of
Crimea in 2014 and the ongoing conflict in Ukraine reflect a return to assertive,
nationalistic policies reminiscent of past totalitarian regimes.

### Conclusion
The persistence of totalitarian memes in Russia, from the Tsarist autocracy

through the Soviet era to the current administration under Putin, highlights
the enduring appeal of centralized, authoritarian rule in the country’s political
culture. Despite various reform movements and brief periods of liberalization,
the deeply ingrained structures and ideologies of totalitarianism have continued
to shape Russia’s governance. This continuity underscores the challenge of
achieving lasting democratic reforms in a society where authoritarian memes
remain deeply rooted.

12 Totalitarian Meme in North Korea
**North Korea’s Totalitarian Meme**: North Korea, under the rule of the Kim
dynasty, exemplifies the totalitarian meme in its most extreme form. This meme
encompasses absolute control over every aspect of life, including politics, econ-
omy, social interactions, and personal beliefs. The Kim dynasty, starting from
Kim Il-sung, has perpetuated a cult of personality that deifies the ruling family
and enforces loyalty through propaganda, indoctrination, and brutal repression.

**Mechanisms of the Totalitarian Meme**:
1. **Cult of Personality**: The regime has created an almost religious rev-

erence for its leaders, beginning with Kim Il-sung and continuing through Kim
Jong-il to Kim Jong-un. This personality cult is reinforced through constant
propaganda, statues, and mandatory portraits in every home and workplace. 2.
**Information Control**: North Korea maintains strict control over informa-
tion. The state monopolizes all media, censoring foreign influences and spread-
ing state-approved narratives. This isolation prevents citizens from accessing
external viewpoints, ensuring the totalitarian meme remains unchallenged.

3. **Surveillance and Repression**: The regime employs an extensive net-
work of surveillance and secret police to monitor and suppress dissent. Pun-
ishments for perceived disloyalty or criticism are severe, including execution or
imprisonment in labor camps, often extending to the offender’s family.

4. **Ideological Indoctrination**: From a young age, North Koreans are
indoctrinated with the state ideology of Juche, which promotes self-reliance and
absolute loyalty to the Kim dynasty. Educational materials, public ceremonies,
and media all reinforce this ideology, embedding the totalitarian meme deeply
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within the populace.

13 Break or Mutation from Despotic Meme: South
Korea, Taiwan, and Japan

**South Korea**:
1. **Historical Context**: Post-World War II, South Korea was initially

under authoritarian rule. However, significant student and citizen uprisings,
particularly in the 1980s, pressured the government to transition to a demo-
cratic system. 2. **Economic Development**: Rapid economic growth under
authoritarian leadership eventually led to a more educated and affluent middle
class that demanded greater political freedoms and participation. 3. **Exter-
nal Influence**: Strong ties with Western democracies, particularly the United
States, provided not only economic and military support but also ideological
influence that promoted democratic values.

**Taiwan**:
1. **Transition from Martial Law**: Taiwan was under martial law for

decades under the Kuomintang (KMT). The lifting of martial law in 1987 was
a critical step towards democratization. 2. **Economic Growth and Politi-
cal Reform**: Like South Korea, Taiwan experienced rapid economic growth,
which created a more informed and economically secure population that pushed
for political reform. 3. **International Pressure and Influence**: International
recognition and pressure, along with the desire for international legitimacy, en-
couraged Taiwan to adopt democratic reforms.

**Japan**:
1. **Post-War Reconstruction**: After WWII, Japan was under Allied

occupation, which implemented significant political and social reforms, includ-
ing the establishment of a pacifist constitution and democratic institutions. 2.
**Economic Miracle**: Japan’s rapid post-war economic recovery and develop-
ment fostered a stable and affluent middle class, which supported democratic
governance. 3. **Cultural Shifts**: Western influence and the intrinsic value
placed on modernization and economic growth contributed to Japan’s departure
from its pre-war militaristic and autocratic past.

### Conclusion
**Meme Theory and Institutional Evolution**: According to Richard Dawkins’

meme theory, ideas, behaviors, and cultural norms spread through imitation and
evolve over time. In North Korea, the totalitarian meme has been meticulously
maintained and reinforced through propaganda, repression, and isolation. In
contrast, South Korea, Taiwan, and Japan have experienced mutations or breaks
from their despotic pasts due to a combination of economic development, exter-
nal influences, and internal demands for political reform.

These examples illustrate how memes, much like genes, can adapt, mutate,
or be replaced based on environmental pressures and internal dynamics. The
persistence of the totalitarian meme in North Korea demonstrates how deeply
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embedded and resilient such cultural constructs can be, while the transitions in
South Korea, Taiwan, and Japan highlight the potential for significant social
and political change when conditions favor such transformations.
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