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I. DESCRIPTION

The history of meme theory begins in 1976, with Richard Dawkins’ book The Selfish
Gene.  In  this  book,  Dawkins  presents  and  develops  the  gene-centered  view  of
biological evolution, which is opposed to the species-centered view. What primarily
evolves in biological evolution, according to this view, is not the species but the
genes, since it is the genes that are actually being reproduced, or copied, in an act
of biological reproduction. In order to illustrate this point, Dawkins introduces the
distinction between replicators and vehicles. In biological evolution, the genes are
the replicators, they are what is actually being replicated, whereas the organisms—
the plants and animals—are the vehicles of these replicators, the vehicles that the
replicators build in order survive in the world and reproduce.  The gene-centered
view thus proposes a striking reversal of the common understanding of biological
evolution: It is not that the genes are means for the reproduction of the organisms;
rather, the other way around, the organisms are means for the reproduction of the
genes.

In the last  chapter  of  the book,  entitled “Memes:  the new replicators”,  Dawkins
raises the question of whether there exists in the world another kind of replicator
besides genes, another kind of entity that produces copies of itself. And he answers
this question in the affirmative. Yes, there is another kind of replicator, namely what
he  calls  “memes”,  thus  introducing  a  new  word.  Memes  are  things  that  are
reproduced  in  and  through  human  culture—words,  ideas,  images,  melodies,
practices,  techniques,  etc.  Unlike  genes,  which  are  replicated  by  a  molecular
process that occurs in living cells, memes are replicated by acts of imitation that are
performed by  human  beings.  In  other  words,  memes  exist,  spread,  and  evolve
because human beings have the capacity for imitation,  which is a capacity that
other animals lack.

The basic idea of meme theory, then, is the following: Millions of years ago, an
animal  that  had  the  capacity  for  imitation—a distant  ancestor  of  ours—evolved
through biological evolution. Through this event, a second kind of replicator came
into the world, namely the kind of thing—the meme—that is reproduced through
that animal’s capacity for imitation. Thus, a second evolutionary process besides
biological  evolution,  the  evolution  of  memes,  got  started.  And  it  is  this  second
evolutionary  process  that  produced  human  culture  in  its  various  forms  and  so
shaped the human being as it exists today.

After Dawkins thus introduced the idea of memes, other thinkers, most prominently
Daniel Dennett and Susan Blackmore, developed the idea into a theory and showed
that this theory offers new and intriguing responses to several of the great problems
of philosophy: What distinguishes the human being from other animals? What is the
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origin of language? How did the human mind evolve? What constitutes the identity
of a person? And, last not least, what is the meaning of human existence?

The aim of this seminar is to study the history and foundations of meme theory and
to examine whether the responses that it delivers to the mentioned philosophical
problems are plausible.

In order to give the graduate students of the Instituto de Filosofía an opportunity to
practice and improve their (academic) English, the seminar will be held entirely in
that language: The readings are in English, the discussions in the classroom will be
in English, and the assignments are to be written in English too.

II. AIMS

The main aims of the seminar are

 to provide the students with an overview of the history,  foundations,  and
scope of the theory of memes;

 to  examine  and  discuss  the  philosophical  significance  of  this  theory,
particularly with respect to the questions of human specificity, the evolution
of the mind, and personal identity;

 to help the students improve their (academic) English in reading,  writing,
and speaking.

III. METHODOLOY

The  seminar  will  comprise  12  sessions.  The  sessions  will  begin  with  a  brief
introductory presentation by the professor in which the historical context of the text
to be discussed will be laid out. This introductory presentation will then give way to
a joint discussion, animated and led by the professor,  of the principal  ideas and
arguments of the text.

Throughout  the  seminar,  the  students  will  practice  academic  writing  in  English.
They  will  write  five  short  “think  pieces”  and  a  longer  final  essay  (see  section
“Assignments” below for details).

The professor  will  be available two hours  per week,  on Thursday from 16:00 to
18:00, for individual consultations.

IV. ASSIGNMENTS

The students will be expected to complete the following assignments:

 Five short “think pieces” (one page or 400 words maximum), one every two
weeks, on some aspect of the readings that the student finds particularly
interesting or questionable.

 A final essay of 6 pages or 2500 words maximum on a topic chosen by the
student. The students are invited to consult with the professor about their
topic before writing the essay.

V. SCHEDULE

1. Wednesday, Sept. 5 Topic: Introduction to the topic and organization of the 
seminar

Reading: –



2. Wednesday, Sept. 12 Topic: Dawkins: The gene-centered view of biological 
evolution

Reading: Dawkins, The selfish gene, chapters 1–3

3. Wednesday, Sept. 26 Topic: Dawkins: Memes as a second kind of replicator 
besides genes

Reading: Richard Dawkins, The selfish gene, chapter 11

4. Wednesday, October 3 Topic: Blackmore: The basics of meme theory

Reading: Susan Blackmore, The meme machine, 
chapters 1–5

5. Wednesday, Oct. 17 Topic: Blackmore: Applications of meme theory

Reading: Susan Blackmore, The meme machine, 
chapters 6–8

6. Wednesday, Oct. 24 Topic: Blackmore: The human being as meme machine

Reading: Susan Blackmore, The meme machine, 
chapters 17 & 18

7. Wednesday, Oct. 31 Topic: Distin: A critical assessment of meme theory, I

Reading: Kate Distin, The selfish meme, selections

8. Wednesday, Nov. 7 Topic: Distin: A critical assessment of meme theory, II

Reading: Kate Distin, The selfish meme, selections

9. Wednesday, Nov. 14 Topic: Dennett: The philosophical significance of meme 
theory, I

Reading: Daniel Dennett, From bacteria to Bach and 
back, selections

10. Wednesday, Nov. 21 Topic: Dennett: The philosophical significance of meme 
theory, II

Reading: Daniel Dennett, From bacteria to Bach and 
back, selections

11. Wednesday, Dec. 5 Topic: Dennett: The philosophical significance of meme 
theory, III

Reading: Daniel Dennett, From bacteria to Bach and 
back, selections

12. Wednesday, Dec. 12 Topic: Review and conclusion

Reading: –
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