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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

TITLE:



Memetics—A Growth Industry in US Military Operations



AUTHOR:



Major Michael B. Prosser, United States Marine Corps



THESIS: Tomorrow’s US military must approach warfighting with an alternate mindset that is

prepared to leverage all elements of national power to influence the ideological spheres of future

enemies by engaging them with alternate means—memes—to gain advantage.

• DISCUSSION:

• Defining memes. Memes are "units of cultural transmission, or a unit of imitation," and

as ideas become means to attack ideologies. Meme-warfare enters into the hotly contested

battlefields inside the minds of our enemies and particularly inside the minds of the undecided.

• Formations charged with Information Operations (IO) Psychological Operations

(PsyOps), and Strategic Communications (SC) provide an existing construct for memes and the

study of memes, memetics, to grow and mature into an accepted doctrinal discipline.

• Epidemiology of insurgency ideology. Using the analogy that ideologies possess the

same theoretical characteristics as a disease (particularly as complex adaptive systems), then a

similar method and routine can/should be applied to combating them. Memes can and should be

used like medicine to inoculate the enemy and generate popular support.

• Private sector meme application. 3M Corporation employed an innovation meme

designed to cultivate an employee culture, which accepts and embraces innovation in product

development. As a practical matter, 3M executives endorsed and employed the lead user

process in new product development, which translated into a thirty percent profit increase. The

innovation meme was key to 3M’s profit increase.

• The proposed Meme Warfare Center (MWC). The MWC as a staff organization has

the primary mission to advise the Commander on meme generation, transmission, coupled with a

detailed analysis on enemy, friendly and noncombatant populations. The MWC aims for a full

spectrum capability of meme generation, analysis, quality control/assurance and organic

transmission apparatus. The proposed MWC structure lays in stark contrast to the ad hoc nature

of current IO and JPOTF formations.

CONCLUSION: Cognitive scientists, cultural anthropologists, behavior scientists, and game

theory experts must be included as professional meme-wielding-gunfighters on future

battlefields. The US must recognize the growing need for emerging disciplines in ideological

warfare by ‘weaponeering’ memes. The Meme Warfare Center offers sophisticated and

intellectually rich capability absent in current IO, PsyOps and SC formations and is specifically

designed to conduct combat inside the mind of the enemy. Memes are key emerging tools to win

the ideological metaphysical fight .



- iv -



Memetics—A Growth Industry in US Military Operations



Introduction

Attacking an ideology is among the most difficult assaults known to

conventional warfare practitioners. Ideologies are based on transcendent ideas and

are inherently complex military problems. 1 Ideologies are at a minimum: very

difficult to eradicate kinetically, highly dynamic, garner support for often

undetectable reasons, contain both intangible and tangible attributes, generate

visceral enmity, compel noncombatants to take up arms, influence strategic,

operational and tactical relationships and in the simplest form present a daunting

challenge for most conventionally trained military forces. Tomorrow’s US military

must approach warfighting with an alternate mindset that is prepared to leverage

all elements of national power to influence the ideological spheres of future

enemies by engaging them with alternate means—memes—to gain advantage. In

the menu of tools to combat ideologies, there are but a few which offer a measure of

promise. Among these tools are memes. This paper will present a military

application and construct using memes designed to understand and defeat an enemy

ideology and win over the masses of undecided noncombatants.

Memes are "units of cultural transmission, or a unit of imitation." Said

another way, memes are bits of cultural information transmitted and replicated

throughout populations and/or societies. 2 The principle method of meme

transmission is interpersonal and societal interaction. Richard Dawkins introduced



1



Van Riper, Paul K., LtGen USMC (Ret) and Schmitt John F., presentation to MCCDC, September,

2005.

2

Dawkins, R. (1976), “The Selfish Gene,” Oxford University Press, Oxford
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the term ‘meme’ in 1976 and for context offered an analogy with genes to memes,

positing they essentially have similar properties, one physical and one

metaphysical. Where genes are tangible physical elements physiologically passed

down and replicated through procreation, memes are metaphysical, intangible

entities, transmitted from mind to mind, either verbally, with actions, music, or by

repeated actions and/or imitation.

Some argue memes operate by the strength of their meaning and their fitness

is analogous to Darwinian theory, hence only the strongest and fittest memes

survive. 3 Others have argued memes transmit and replicate based on the social,

economic and cognitive nature of the receiving host and not attributed to the memes

inherent strength and fitness. 4 The central concept simply stated is memes are

metaphysical, express ideas and replicate for any number of reasons. A suggested

logic progression is as follows: Memes influence ideas, ideas influence and form

beliefs. Beliefs generate and influence political positions combined with feelings

and emotions, eventually producing actions, which inform and influence behavior.

Using this logic progression, any attack upon an ideology must consider an assault

on a central or transcendent ‘idea’ or group of ideas as means of achieving success.

Memes as ideas are then ‘in play’ as tools (or means) to attack ideologies.

Understanding Memes

The value of understanding memes lies at the heart of accepting nonlinear

thinking and extrapolating it into a warfighting ethos. Attacking and defeating

ideologies with conventional military means (precision munitions or large infantry
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4



Ibid.

Brodie, Richard, “Virus of the Mind: The New Science of the Meme
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and armored formations) is not and has never been holistically successful. History

and contemporary military operations prove defeating an ideology requires a more

sophisticated and complex approach. The spread of ideologies proliferates daily

with increased sophistication and widespread access to global media. As a

contemporary example, ideas that spawn Muslim extremist ideologies are

transmitted by various means, including websites, market distribution of DVDs and

CDROMs, graffiti, leaflets, satellite television broadcasts, and, in some cases,

reaffirmed by the physical presence of those engineering these ideas. Indeed

physical presence of ideologues indicates an effort to collect on the ideology and

ignite a levée en masse. How can the US military persuade, dissuade and deter

future adversaries? Memes offer an opportunity to enter into the hotly contested

battlefields inside the minds of our enemies and particularly inside the minds of the

undecided.

Military Memes

Military operations produce memes, both intended and unintended. The

unintended effects of memes are normally regarded as second and third order

effects. On occasion, second and third order effects are the product of deliberate

planning; however many times they cannot be accurately forecasted. Memes as

defined above are cultural bits of information replicated and transmitted from mind

to mind. Memes influence, affect, generate and alter ideas. A central theme behind

this replication and transmission is individual and societal contact and interaction.

Contact in this sense connotes both and direct and indirect means. Contact with the

enemy, ‘friendlies’ or the community at large provides a vehicle or medium for



3



memes to travel and replicate. In the absence of contact, memes are not

transmitted, replicated, or re-transmitted. Without contact the conditions for meme

transmission are severed. If the US military acknowledges that operations produce

memes, what military apparatus is charged with noting or recording how memes are

generated, received, transmitted, replicated, and re-transmitted? Some argue this is

the purview of current Psychological Operations or Information Operations

formations. Others argue skilled commanders will carefully examine the nature of

an operation and filter the memes instinctively. Today (and perhaps the future),

formations charged with Information Operations (IO) Psychological Operations

(PsyOps), and Strategic Communications (SC) provide an existing construct for

memes and the study of memes, memetics, to grow and mature into an accepted

doctrinal discipline. The current construct however requires improvements, which

will be discussed later. Memes are not currently acknowledged or accepted

components of either Information Operations or Strategic Communications. Yet,

under the rubric of Information Operations and Strategic Communications both

currently offer a multi-faceted meme generation and transmission capability to US

military commanders.

Meme legitimacy

Some private sector organizations and corporations have applied meme

engineering and management to the internal corporate culture and marketing

strategies. Still others have raised memes and memetics with rather diverse private

sector applications including mergers, acquisitions, marketing approaches,
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