
One of the occupational hazards of neuroscience seems to be the tendency to think of consciousness as the end of the line.  This is like forgetting that the end product of apple trees is not apples - it's more apple trees.

Daniel Dennett 1991

As far as biological cause and effect are concerned, music is useless.  It shows no signs of design for attaining a goal such as long life, grandchildren, or accurate perception and prediction of the world.  Compared with language, vision, social reasoning, and physical know-how music could vanish from our species and the rest of our lifestyle would be virtually unchanged.  Music appears to be a pure pleasure technology, a cocktail of recreational drugs that we ingest through the ear to stimulate a mass of pleasure circuits at once....

I suspect that music is auditory cheesecake, an exquisite confection crafted to tickle the sensitive spots of at least six of our mental facilties.

Steven Pinker 1997

For me it is the human passion for analogy and metaphor which provides the

greatest challenge to Cosmides and Tooby’s view of the mind. Simply by being

able to invoke the analogy that the mind is like a Swiss army knife, Leda

Cosmides appears to be falsifying the claim that is being made.

...Karmiloff-Smith agrees with Cosmides and Tooby that the mind of a young child is a Swiss army knife.  But for K-S, this is just a stage prior to the emergence of the butterfly.  For she argues that soon after modularisation has occurred, the modules begin working together.  She uses a very awkward term for this: ‘representational redescription’ (RR).  But what she means is quite simple.  The consequence of RR is that in the mind there arise ‘multiple representations of similar knowledge’ and consequently ‘knowledge becomes applicable beyond the special purpose for which it is normally used and perceptual links across domains can be forged’.  In other words, thoughts can arise which combine knowledge which had previously been ‘trapped’ within a specific domain.

Steven Mithen 1996

This increase in volume didn't happen immediately; for several million years after the split with proto-chimpanzees, our hominid ancestors got along with ape-sized brains, in spite of becoming bipedal at least three and a half million years ago. Then, when the ice ages began, about two and a half million years ago the Great Encephalization commenced, and was essentially completed 150,000 years ago - before the development of language, of cooking, of architecture. Just why our ancestors' brains should have grown so large so fast (in the evolutionary time scale it was more an explosion than a blossoming) is a matter of some controversy...But there is little controversy about the nature of the product: the brain of early Homo sapiens (who lived from roughly 150,000 years ago to the end of the most recent ice ate a mere 10000 years ago) was an enormously complex brain of unrivalled plasticity, almost indistinguishable form our own in size and shape. This is important: the astonishing hominid brain growth was essentially complete before the development of language, and so cannot be a response to the complexities of mind that language has made possible. The innate specializations for language, hypothesized by the linguist Noam Chomsky and others and now beginning to be confirmed in details of neuroanatomy, are a very recent and rushed add-on, no doubt an exploitation of earlier sequencing circuitry....Moreover, the most remarkable expansion of human mental powers (as witnessed by the development of cooking, agriculture, art and, in a word, civilisation) has all happened even more recently, since the end of the last ice age, in a 10,000-year twinkling that is as good as instantaneous from the evolutionary perspective at measures trends in millions of years. So the tremendous advance of Homo Sapiens in the last 10,000 years must almost all be due to harnessing the plasticity of that brain in radically new ways - by creating something like software to enhance its underlying powers. 

Dennett 1991

The new soup is the soup of human culture. We need a name for the new replicator, a noun which conveys the idea of a unit of cultural transmission, or a unit of imitation. 'Mimeme' comes from a suitable Greek root, but I want a monosyllable that sounds a bit like 'gene'. I hope my classicist friends will forgive me if I abbreviate mimeme to meme. If it is any consolation, it could alternatively be thought of as being related to 'memory' or to the French word même. It should be pronounced to rhyme with 'cream'. 

Examples of memes are tunes, ideas, catch-phrases, clothes, fashions, ways of making pots or of building arches. Just as genes propagate themselves in the gene pool by leaping from body to body via sperms or eggs, so memes propagate themselves in the meme pool by leaping from brain to brain via a process which, in the broad sense, can be called imitation. If a scientist hears, or reads about, a good idea, he passes it on to his colleagues and students. He mentions it in his articles and his lectures. If the idea catches on, it can be said to propagate itself, spreading from brain to brain. As my colleague N.K.Humphrey neatly summed up an earlier draft of this chapter: '...memes should be regarded as living structures, not just metaphorically but technically. When you plant a fertile meme in my mind you literally parasitize my brain, turning it into a vehicle for the meme's propagation in just the way that a virus may parasitize the genetic mechanism of a host cell. And this isn't just a way of talking - the meme for, say, 'belief in life after death' is actually realized physically, millions of times over, as a structure in the nervous systems of individual men the world over.

Richard Dawkins 1976

This is a new way of thinking about ideas. It is also, I hope to show, a good way, but at the outset the perspective it provides is distinctly unsettling, even appalling. We can sum it up with a slogan: 

A scholar is just a library's way of making another library 

I don't know about you, but I'm not initially attracted by the idea of my brain as a sort of dung heap in which the larvae of other people's ideas renew themselves, before sending out copies of themselves in an informational Diaspora. It does seem to rob my mind of its importance as both author and critic. Who's in charge, according to this vision - we or our memes? 

There is, of course, no simple answer, and this fact is at the heart of the confusions that surround the idea of a self. Human consciousness is to a very great degree a product not just of natural selection, but of cultural evolution as well.... 

The first rule of memes, as it is for genes, is that replication is not necessarily for the good of anything; replicators flourish that are good at...replicating! - for whatever reason... 

The important point is that there is no necessary connection between a meme's replicative power, its 'fitness' form its point of view, and its contribution to our fitness (by whatever standard we judge that). 

Dennett, 1991, p202 


