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M emes, Rel i gi on , and Real i gi on
 Wr i tt en by Peter Ruhe; edi ted by L loyd Harr ison Wh it li ng

As a contagious idea that we pass from one person to another , a meme will
repli cate unt il the idea is widespread. An idea doesn't have to be t rue or false; i t
only needs to have the kind of hook that m akes us catch i t , and exci te us enough to
make us spread i t t o others, the repli cat ion process that causes i t t o be a meme. The
idea of memes is, i tsel f, a meme
that helps us understand some
aspects of human behaviour . 

Memes apparent ly evolved
from our st rong apt i tude for
imitat ion, which led to copying
and spreading informat ion,
which helped us survive as an
animal. Trouble began when we
also copied ideas der ived from
speculat ion and fantasy, or
err ant guesses, that sounded
li ke they ought t o work but
couldn't be proven ei ther t rue or
false. 

Young people are especiall y
apt t o generate crazy memes,
the kind that are fun to pretend
could be t rue. I n later years we
are more skept ical and caut ious
in the acceptance of new ideas
but , by then, some of the things
we pretended as youths are carr ied with us to our graves. Many of them become
memes, when they begin to spread to others and infect t heir li ves. Witness the ci ty
gangs, where youths' hat red for each other cont inues into their old ages, i f they
all ow each other to li ve that long.

I f ideas fi t well together , they will combine into what Susan Blackmore has
named 'memeplexes' and become a par t of the 1human operating system used by
people who become their hosts. I ncompat ible ideas more often are rejected, usuall y
depending on pr ior beli efs with which they must combine. A successful meme is an
idea that is more often accepted than rejected and, i f that idea ei ther benefi ts the
host or does no harm, we would call i t 'good'. Recipes for lasagna and pizza are



simple examples of good successful memes. Bad (mali gnant and/or parasi t ic) memes
get t he host into t rouble (or kill ed). A reall y bad meme gets other people kill ed too.
Ext reme reli gious and poli t ical beli efs are examples of bad memes. Obviously we
should pr omote good memes, and t ry to prevent bad memes from spreading. Easier
said than done! A lot of ideas get t o be call ed ‘good’ because we don’t know enough
to see that t hey are bad, most simply because we inher i ted them.

Every reli gion is a complex of memes (a "memeplex"). A successful reli gion has
hosts working to preserve and expand their populat ion. Many people teach reli gion
to their chil dren, because i f reli gion seemed to work f or themselves, then i t seems
li ke i t ought t o work okay for their chil dren too. Problems develop when
incompat ible reli gions colli de. That m ost successful reli gions are very intolerant of
other r eli gions has caused all kinds of gr ief, and even led to war. No one would lose
and maybe everyone would win i f all reli gions could be compat ible and good
memeplexes. I f someone©s reli gion causes problems with their neighbours, then
maybe that reli gion is a bad memeplex, and they need to find a bett er r eli gion. Or,
the neighbours need to. 

What is reli gion? Besides filli ng our minds, what need does i t sat isfy? Maybe we
need guidance for how to li ve?—or want t o know why we are here? Or what comes
after death? Our needs are as many as the number of reli gions. Could we possibly
design a new reli gion that costs nei ther t ime nor money, and is compat ible with
modern reali t ies? Maybe! How could we do that wi thout i t becoming just another
fake or leading to fanat icism? To star t , we can work f rom avail able evidence, and
learn to be more persuasive by showing others why we think our new beli efs are
t rue, and so should be adopted by them. After all , except for the par t about
evidence, that ’s what generall y is done.

I n t r oduci ng Real i gi on
The universe is a fascinat ing place full of var iety. Our endless st ream of ideas to

explain i t has even more var iety. I t©s amazing how we learn that some explanat ions
don©t fi t wi th the real wor ld (they are not supported by any evidence that we can
gather). Some of our ideas are just plain sill y. But for tunately, we most often throw
out t he useless ideas, and hope we keep the ones that improve our understanding of
this marvelous universe, that improve our li ves, and that lead to more fascinat ing
evidence and more neat t heor ies to test . 

The evolut ion of ideas mimics the evolut ion of li fe... Just as a soup of pr imeval
organic chemicals came together billi ons of years ago to star t t he chain of li fe that
evolved into intelli gent human beings, now we humans are fever ishly putt ing ideas
together , test ing them, and adding the best ones to our evolving knowledge of the
universe. We have learned that all li fe is interconnected in complex ecologies, and
that m any of our ini t ial i deas about exploi t ing the resources of the planet were
fooli sh. We learn from our mistakes, and somet imes we even learn without m aking
mistakes. Somet imes we even get t o corr ect our mistakes, and li fe and the wor ld get
bett er and bett er , as we accumulate good ideas and somet imes abandon bad ones. 

To where will l ead the progressive evolut ion of li fe and ideas? Microscopic



single-cell ed li fe has already evolved into wor ldwide ecologies and intelli gent
humans with a complex planetary civili zat ion. Evolut ion of li fe and civili zat ion has
not stopped, and shows no signs of slowing down. I n fact , the dr ive for change now
seems to be bred into both biology and human society. There is something of the
explorer in all of us, because our ancestors who explored change of any kind came
out ahead of those who did not . Evolut ion will cont inue, despi te occasional empty-
headed att empts to deny i t . 

The reli gious view ar ises when we speculate into the distant past and the far
future. How did li fe or iginate?—and where will evolut ion take i t? Will li fe and
intelli gence develop or spread throughout t he universe? Will human civili zat ion
spread to the stars, perhaps merging with ali en civili zat ions? What sor t of coll ect ive
intelli gence and wisdom will resul t? I f there reall y is a "god", might we someday say
hell o?—as His or Her peers? Does "god" evolve? The only way to find out , shor t of a
divine answer to our quer ies, is to foll ow the evolut ionary ladder, to keep asking
quest ions and finding answers. Luckil y, i t just comes naturall y to us, and as a side
effect , li fe gets bett er and
bett er—in spi te of comments to
the cont rary made by people who
have rejected reali gion's memes. 

This, then, is the basis for a
r eal is t i c r el i gi on , call ed
"r eal i gi on ". I t is all about
observing and understanding the
int r icacies and impli cat ions of
evolut ion in the past , present ,
and future. A beauty of reali gion
is that you don©t have to do
anything you disagree is r ight .
Just beli eving is enough: You can
be a spectator , and watch the
fascinat ing universe evolve into
incredible complexi ty and
awesome intelli gence. Or you can
"worship" by taking an act ive
role in discovery and exploi tat ion
of k nowledge. With corr ect new
memes we will get t o where we
are going even faster . The impat ient among us will explore and force the
evolut ionary process, by finding good t r icks that will take us to higher domains of
knowledge and wisdom and existence. Computer automat ion and networking are
two recent good t r icks that accelerate the evolut ion of ideas. The scient i fic method is
an older example, st ill supremely valuable, for i t encourages inquiry to separate
useful fact from worthless fict ion. 

Another beauty of the "evolving universe" of reali gion is abundant evidence.
You don©t have to accept anyone©s word or interpr etat ions, because you can examine



the raw evidence yoursel f. And the evidence keeps evolving, keeping reali gion from
becoming bor ing. Other r eli gions evolve too, in spi te of their claims of ‘immutable
t ruth', which is even more evidence for r eali gion! 

A common goal of all reali gious people will be bett er understanding of the
universe and all i ts inhabitants. Knowledge of t ruth, the way things reall y are,
helps us to find and implement successful st rategies for gett ing whatever i t is that
we each want . The more we understand how the universe does operate and can
operate, the more eff icient ly we can use the resources avail able to us to enr ich and
extend our li ves. A relevant good t r ick, a st rategy that we have learned, is
speciali zat ion: Each of us would thr ive i f we would focus our talents on what we do
best , whil e t rading in win-win fashion with others to dist r ibute the wealth thereby
created. Learning and discover ing simil ar valuable good t r icks is an ent icing aspect
of reali gion, since any reli gion without benefi t would be a waste of t ime. 

Reali gion is not inherent ly ant i -God, but nei ther does i ts apatheist ic stance
assume the existence of any god unt il such can be proven beyond reasonable doubt .
I t is reall y up to beli evers in god(s) to find credible evidence to persuade non-
beli evers, i f persuasion is important t o the beli evers. Reali gion counsels that we

must work to separate fact
from fantasy, because known
fact leads to predictable
resul ts whereas beli eved
fantasy can lead to very bad
mistakes. Fantasy has no
bounds, i t is a product of
imaginat ion un const rained by
the laws of the universe.
Reali ty is plenty compli cated
enough to deal wi th; let©s not
make li fe more dangerous
than i t already is. 

You Deci de
This prototypical reali gion

memeplex is offered as a
modern al ternat ive to
t radi t ional reli gions. Perhaps
reali gion will do some good by

displacing dangerous memes. Adopt reali gion as is, or modify i t for consistency with
your other beli efs. Whatever you do, beware of bad memes and learn to recognize
them accord ing to the scient i fic method, the appli cat ion of which we all ought t o
learn by hear t . Never force an idea onto anyone, but instead seek to offer support ing
evidence. Cur iosi ty and cri t ical thinking are our pr imary tools for understanding
and exploi t ing reali ty. 

I f these ideas appeal to you, then please pass them on. I f you can condense



these ideas into less space, or express them more clear ly, please do so. We are
working to make the universe a bett er p lace. Our work star ts with good ideas,
clear ly communicated. 

For much mor e abou t memes and al t er nat i ve r el i gi ons, v i si t :
al t .memet i cs  <h tt p ://www .luci fer .com/v i r us/al t .memet i cs/>home page (

htt p://www. luci fer .com/virus/al t .memet ics/ )
<htt p://www. luci fer .com/virus/al t .memet ics/> 

The Church of Virus ( htt p://maxwell .luci fer .com/virus/ )
<htt p://maxwell .luci fer .com/virus/> 

You can also type a few keywords into any web search engine, to find a lot m ore. 

Book s r elat ed t o M emes
Several books about t he subject t hat has come to be known as memet ics have

been wr i tt en dur ing the past couple of decades. Here is a shor t li st and li nks to a
page on amazon.com where you can check them out and see you'd find them useful :
The Sel f i sh Gene 
by Richard Dawkins ISBN: 0-192-86092-5 The book that star ted memet ics
The M eme M ach i ne
 by Susan J. Blackmore, Richard Dawkins ISBN: 0-198-50365-2
Dar w i n i zi ng Cu l t u r e:  St at us of M emet i cs As a Sci ence 
Rober t Aunger ISBN: 0-192-63244-2
The Elect r i c M eme: A New Theor y o f H ow We Th i nk  
by Rober t Aunger  ISBN: 0-743-20150-7

The Complet e Un i ver se of M emes: Br anches of Real i t y o n t he Real i t y Tr ee 
by L loyd Harr ison Whit li ng ISBN: 0-595-24429-7

Guerr i ll a Cr eat i v i t y : M ak e Your M essage I rr esi st i ble w i t h t he Pow er of M emes 
by Jay Conrad Levinson ISBN: 0-618-10468-2

M emes of Tr anslat i on : The Spr ead of I deas i n Tr anslat i on Theor y  
by Andrew Chesterman ISBN: 9-027-21625-8

Cu l t u r al Sof t w ar e: A Theor y o f I deology  
by J. M. Balkin ISBN: 0-300-07288-0

Genes vs. memes: modes of i n t egr at i on for nat u r al and cu l t u r al evo lu t i on i n a hol i st i c
model ("Elp i s") by Walter A. Koch ISBN: 3-883-39551-X

The B l i nd Wat chmak er : Why t he Ev i dence of Evo lu t i on Reveals a Un i ver se Wi t hou t
Desi gn  by Richard Dawkins ISBN: 0-393-31570-3

Br ai nw ash i ng, M i nd M an i pu lat i on & Danger ous M emes: The Complet e Sel f Defense
M anu al  by Kevin Hogan ISBN: 0-963-50855-5

Excu r si ons t o t he Far Si de of t he M i nd: A Book of M emes 
by Howard Rheingold ISBN: 0-688-09207-1

Genes, M emes, and H uman H i st or y : Dar w i n i an Ar chaeology a nd Cu l t u r al Evo lu t i on  
by Stephen Shennan (H ar dcov er  - March 2003) ISBN: 0-500-05118-6

Though t Con t ag i on : H ow Bel i ef Spr eads Th r ough Soci et y  



2 Check how to recognize members of a group call ed Syners by foll owing the inst ruct ions given in The
Complete Universe of Memes ISBN 0-595-24429-7

by Aaron Lynch (Paper back  - January 1999) ISBN: 0-465-08467-2

Vi r us of t he M i nd: The New Sci ence of t he M eme
by Richard Brodie ISBN: 0-963-60011-7
A Theor y o f Ever y t h i ng by Ken Wil bur ISBN1-570-62855-6 (Colored memes?!!)

Foll ow -up
Like outm oded pr ior r eli gions, reali gion might spread more eff icient ly and

benefi t m ore people i f organized par t icipat ion can be developed, i .e., by church or
temple or study group. The author is unaware of any exist ing 2reali gion groups, but
there is nothing to stop an enthusiast from t rying to organize something. Whoever
does the work gets the glory or sat isfact ion or money, or whatever other benefi ts
might accrue, such as knowing you are doing something to improve our wor ld. 

A possible st rategy towards organized reali gion could be the development of a
"Sunday School" curr iculum, consist ing of a coll ect ion of independent one-hour
lectures (sermons?) given by volunteer enthusiasts on var ious topics, supported by
informat ional and coaching mater ials dist r ibuted through the Internet . Topics could
range widely, from t he basics of evolut ionary theory, to the sophist icated good t r icks
discovered by man or nature to take li fe to new heights. An object ive might be the
impart ing of accumulated general knowledge to wider audiences, who would benefi t
(and so be mot ivated to att end) by the knowledge so gained, and which the
outm oded reli gions prevent . 

Maybe reali gion is already slowly spreading under other names, such as
Discovery TV. Does anyone want t o t ry speeding i t up with Reali gion TV? 

A related to-do i tem for developing an organized reali gion would be preparat ion
of a Bible or Koran equivalent reference book. Such works have been theor ized as
being of signi ficant worth to the success of reli gious memeplexes. The Complete
Universe of Memes has now been wr i tt en (ISBN 0-595-24429-7). Does anyone want
to discuss i t? Look f or li nks on HTTP://LL OYDWHITL ING.COM.to send eMail s or let yourself
be known.
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Many thanks to all the smar t and cur ious cri ti cal thinkers out t here who share ideas! 

End.


