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F O R E W O R D

In a way, this book is the third incarnation of my PhD thesis, defended in 
2010 and published in French in 2011, as Comment les traditions naissent et 
meurent—la transmission culturelle. While translating that book, I felt it nec-
essary to revise various parts, and the book that you have opened substantially 
departs from the French version. Chapters 1, 2, and 4 were translated almost 
as they were, but chapters 3, 5, and 6 have been thoroughly rewritten. A tech-
nical appendix now supplements the essay on children’s traditions that forms 
the core of chapter 5. I have made available the relevant data in a database that 
can be consulted online (http://sites.google.com/site/sitedoliviermorin/
morin-rabelais-online-material.pdf ).

This book, however, is not quite a second edition of the 2011 version. 
There is no change in the overall claims and arguments worth signaling, and 
no attempt has been made to update the references with the post-2011 litera-
ture on the many topics this book touches on. The literature on cultural evo-
lution is growing at such a pace that an altogether new book would be needed 
to deal with these developments. On the other hand, I also felt that the pres-
ent argument could still stand on its own today.

In fact, there are only so many books and articles that I think would have 
made a huge difference to this book, had it been written now. One of them is 
Thom Scott-Phillips’s Speaking Our Minds (2014). Chapters 2 and 6 of the 
present work dwell on the evolution of ostensive communication on more 
than one occasion. They echo the view that ostensive communication could 
have evolved in rather straightforward ways described by the theory of natu-
ral selection, and that its cultural exploitation by languages was secondary to 
its biological evolution. In 2010 arguments to back this claim existed but 
were scattered among dozens of papers. Now a book exists that makes the case 
quite elegantly.

Two sections of chapter 2 have been adapted, with many modifications, in 
a 2014 Biological Theory paper: “Is cooperation a maladaptive by-product of 
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cultural transmission? Simon’s Docility Hypothesis reconsidered” (Morin 
2014). The part of chapter 5 that dwells on children’s peer culture was pub-
lished (in an early version much amended since) in 2010 under the title 
“Pourquoi les enfants ont-ils des traditions ?” in Terrain : revue d’ethnologie de 
l’Europe (Morin 2010).

Durkheim is quoted in G. Simpson’s translation, Johannes Herder in T. O. 
Churchill’s translation. The version of Marcel Proust’s Remembrance of Things 
Past used here was due to C. K. S. Moncrieff. Gabriel Tarde’s Laws of Imita-
tion is quoted in E. C. Parsons’s translation. Additional quotes from these and 
other francophone authors are translated by me.



S E R I E S  E D I T O R  P R E F A C E

Human interaction is the engine room of social reality. It is where minds 
meet, and thus where minds go public. When we encounter other people, we 
learn what they do and how they do it, what they have and why. And as Ol-
ivier Morin richly explores here, we may find others’ actions, ideas, inventions 
and possessions more or less attractive. If there is enough attraction, we will 
copy, adopt, or transform the bits of culture that appeal to us, and in this way 
we drive the spread and possible transformation of traditions. This is how 
traditions become distributed across minds, places, times, and worlds. They 
are not just the products of interacting agents; they become contexts for in-
teracting agents. So just as human interaction is a foundation of culture, cul-
ture becomes a foundation of human interaction.

N. J. E.
Sydney, July 2015
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

THE FLOP PROBLEM  
AND THE WEAR-AND-TEAR PROBLEM

. . . or again, if any of her friends were to reproach her, in terms which she felt 

to be undeserved [Albertine said]: “That really is magnificent!” an expression 

dictated in such cases by a sort of middle-class tradition almost as old as the 

Magnificat itself, and one which a girl slightly out of temper and confident that 

she is in the right employs, as the saying is, “quite naturally,” that is to say 

because she has heard the words from her mother, just as she has learned to 

say her prayers or to greet a friend. All these expressions Mme. Bontemps had 

imparted to her at the same time as her hatred of the Jews and her feeling for 

black, which was always suitable and becoming, indeed without any formal 

instruction, but as the piping of the parent goldfinches serves as a model for 

that of the young ones, recently hatched, so that they in turn grow into true 

goldfinches also.

(Proust 1921/1982, 369–370)

This depiction of cultural transmission reflects a view that guides 
many researches in this field. Cultural transmission goes from one 
generation to the other. It can be so unconscious and automatic as 
to seem natural: Albertine faithfully absorbed the customs of her 
society, which she reproduces without even thinking about it. Cul-
ture, in this view, is acquired in bulk. Prayers, antisemitism, greet-
ing conventions, the elegance of the bourgeoisie: one smooth so-
cialization process got all these things from Mrs. Bontemps’s head 
into her niece’s.

Are traditions always passed on in that way—faithfully, verti-
cally, and en bloc? This book would like to convince you that they 
are not—that transmission inside a generation matters as much as 
transmission between generations; that we do not spontaneously 
copy everything that is done around us; that culture is made of rel-
atively discrete, relatively independent traditions. If true, these 
ideas can shed light on the life of traditions—what makes some of 
them last, thrive, or go extinct, and why they are more numerous 
among modern humans than anywhere else.
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Johann Herder may have been the first philosopher clearly to make the 
claim (to make it clearly and to substantiate it with evidence) that human pop-
ulations are not influenced solely by their heredity, their milieu, their laws. In 
his Ideas for the Philosophy of History of Humanity, he argued that another force 
should be added to the mix: the traditions that are passed on inside each human 
group. Our species being everywhere the same, he argued, environmental fac-
tors do not suffice to explain the differences between human groups: these dif-
ferences are cultural.

This idea raises many questions: why does culture play such a role in 
human life? What is so special about us that makes us cultural animals?

God, Herder replied, endowed us with special “receptive powers” (Herder, 
1791/2010: 313). Because of those, we inevitably absorb our culture from the 
moment we are born, “like a wet sponge that has long been soaking on a wet 
floor” (Herder, 2010, 315). Thus, a young girl soaked in a bourgeois educa-
tion cannot fail to catch good manners and antisemitism, as one picks up 
germs from a swimming pool.

Where would this capacity come from? Herder cited imitation, language, 
a spontaneous sympathy for others’ feelings, the plasticity of the human brain. 
The psychology of his time did not allow him to develop those hypotheses.

Why would God choose to turn us, and us alone, into cultural animals? 
How does imitation work? How does language? Two centuries later, these 
questions have changed. Divine intervention does not seem quite such a sat-
isfactory explanation of how we became cultural. We seek an answer that 
would be compatible with what we know of the past of our species—hence 
with the theory of evolution by natural selection. In other words, we seek a 
biologically and psychologically plausible theory of culture. This objective 
seems more accessible today than it was even thirty years ago. Interdisciplin-
ary approaches have thrived. Anthropologists, psychologists, biologists, 
ethologists, and philosophers each bring their piece of the puzzle. The way we 
look at culture has been transformed.

Ethologists, for instance, have discovered what rapidly became known as 
animal traditions: behaviors that are specific to certain groups, whose exist-
ence seems best explained by transmission from one individual to another. 
While trying to account for this discovery, comparative psychologists have 
investigated behavior transmission in a variety of species, from fishes and rats 
to great apes and humans. These explorations may help us learn how humans 
became cultural animals.

The same question can also be explored by studying cultural transmission 
as it functions among humans today. That second way of approaching the 
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problem is older. Its beginnings can be dated to the writings of Gabriel Tarde. 
It is now being revived, with models borrowed from epidemiology and popu-
lation biology. The successes of these methods raises a certain number of 
questions. Is cultural transmission comparable to the spread of genes and vi-
ruses? Is it comparably faithful? Is it primarily vertical, from parent to child, 
or does it take other paths?

These new approaches to culture differ on many such issues. How much 
similarity is there between the history of traditions and the biological evolu-
tion of species? For some, the analogy is all but perfect, for others it is so 
vague as to be confusing. Do traditions tend to travel along generational lines, 
or could they survive without ever taking that path? Both options have de-
fenders. How faithful is cultural transmission? Some claim that we copy them 
faithfully, almost automatically. Others think we pick and choose what suits 
us among the traditions that surround us, refashioning and customizing cul-
ture as we acquire it.

Still, the new approaches agree on at least two counts. First, a taste for 
quantitative methods (mostly mathematical models and controlled experi-
ments) and quantitative questions. How long do traditions live? What makes 
them (more or less) successful? How do they accumulate through time? Why 
are they so much more numerous among humans? How homogeneous can 
human cultures get? The answers to all these questions cannot be yes or no: 
they ask for quantitative estimates, albeit often very rough ones.

The new approaches have another thing in common: they see culture as a 
set of ideas and practices, each of which could spread independently from the 
others. This idea is at odds with the view that prevails in many contemporary 
anthropological circles, where cultures are readily described as coherent struc-
tures, well-integrated blocks of signification, where everything hangs together 
with everything else. The reverse, I will argue, is equally plausible. Religious 
rites, dressing etiquette, political opinions, can be acquired separately. They 
do not necessarily hang together in a block. Their association in certain heads, 
at certain times, is in large part a product of the vagaries of cultural histories. 
Cultures could be made of elements that need not stick together. These ele-
ments have received various names, depending on the author or the century: 
items, culturgenes, memes, representations, and so on. Herder simply called 
them traditions, and that is the name they will be given in this book.

Cultures made of independent traditions—this idea was common cur-
rency in anthropology, not such a long time ago. It will be defended in the 
first chapter of this book. I will review the motivations (most of them excel-
lent) that drove anthropologists to abandon this view, and I will try to 
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rehabilitate it. Some issues of definition will be addressed along the way. An 
idea or a behavior is traditional on two conditions. It has to be transmitted 
from one individual to another (instead of being the fruit of independent in-
ventions) and to be widely distributed in space and time. This definition is 
fuzzy. It defines no sharp qualitative boundary between what is traditional 
and what is not. That is quite deliberate. Traditions are fuzzy objects. They are 
never completely copied without a share of reinvention. They are traditional 
only to the extent that they manage to spread to remote times and places. All 
this is a matter of degree. Hence, this book offers no strict definition of tradi-
tions. On the contrary, it tries to turn a philosophical question into an empir-
ical matter. What does or does not make a practice traditional will not con-
cern us much; what makes traditions travel far will.

In the next chapters, I will try to address two big questions: Why is there 
culture rather than nothing? Why among humans rather than elsewhere? These 
are philosophical questions in that, at first glance, they seem too broad to be 
solved. The philosopher’s job is to try to make them specific enough that they 
can be solved, without losing their generality.

So let us specify the first question. Some practices and some ideas diffuse 
very far in space and time. Traditionalists have been known to overestimate 
their longevity, but on the whole, we can prove that their stability is quite 
real—and surprising! After all, most of our actions and ideas are not transmit-
ted more than once or twice. Why, then, are things different for a few lucky 
ideas? Why are there traditions?

This question cannot be raised without running into a second issue: Why 
are all the cultural riches of this world (with few exceptions) in the hands of a 
single species? Humans, after all, are not the only cultural species on earth. 
Traditions exist in other species, too: some animal practices are learnt under 
the influence of conspecifics, and some of these animal practices travel far and 
wide, both in space and time. But why are they so rare?

That question will be kept for the last chapter. In the meantime, I shall try 
to explain how traditions get propagated in spite of the dangers of travel, and 
the passing of time. Doing so requires two problems to be solved: the Wear-
and-Tear Problem and the Flop Problem.

The best known and best explored of the two is the Wear-and-Tear Prob-
lem. We all know it from playing Chinese Whispers (known in the United 
States as the game of Telephone): when a message goes through a transmission 
chain, it takes no more than a small number of links for mistakes to accumu-
late. The message suffers corruption and is eventually lost in little time, unless 
transmission is absolutely perfect (a condition that in reality never obtains).
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The Flop Problem is different. It has nothing to do with the quality of 
transmission. We can reproduce a gesture quite faithfully and never see it 
again. We can retain a sentence with near-perfect exactitude, without trans-
mitting it to others. In those cases, the transmission chain just peters out for 
lack of success. The message does not even have the time to suffer wear and 
tear: it is a flop.

How are these two problems solved? The answer will depend on which 
problem is considered to be the more serious. Many authors seem to think 
that triumphing over the Wear-and-Tear Problem is the hard part. After that, 
the Flop Problem takes care of itself. Others, myself included, consider that if 
a tradition manages not to flop, its success all but cancels the damage of fre-
quent transmission. Solving the Flop Problem, then, is the hard part: master 
it, and the Wear-and-Tear Problem will take care of itself.

The first view (putting the Wear-and-Tear Problem first) characterizes the 
numerous scholars who have sought the root of culture in imitation. The Flop 
Problem seldom arises in their writing. After all, they assume that humans 
have a natural tendency to reproduce the ideas and behavior they are exposed 
to, as if driven by a compulsion to imitate. Social influence pushes us sponta-
neously to copy traditions. Its strength may vary, depending on the models 
around us: are they numerous? Are they prestigious? Most of the time, how-
ever, we end up spontaneously replicating many traditions, without necessar-
ily knowing why. The Flop Problem thus solved, one has to explain how ideas 
and behaviors manage to survive deformation, as they undergo one transmis-
sion episode after the other. As a solution to the Wear-and-Tear Problem, 
these theories usually propose high-fidelity transmission mechanisms. Those 
mechanisms permit efficient communication, faithful imitation, and accurate 
memorization. Thanks to them, traditions survive.

In brief, the received view sees the life of traditions as being driven by 
faithful and compulsive transmission. They are born from imitation. Humans 
create long-lived traditions because they possess a capacity to imitate, with 
unique fidelity, what is done around them. This answer, which we will call the 
imitation hypothesis, is quite old. Herder theorized it. It is that of many con-
temporary authors. Though they would grant that our closest cousins possess 
some mimetic capacity, most hasten to add that cultural transmission outside 
our species is not faithful enough to permit more than the transmission of a 
handful of simple techniques. Only human imitation can take us further. 
Humans owe their many traditions to the cognitive capacities that allow us to 
imitate, to communicate, and to retain cultural information. Herder would 
have said that God endowed us with special “receptive powers.”
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That theory will be the target of chapters 2 and 3. I will argue that the 
transmission of traditions is neither particularly faithful nor especially com-
pulsive. We lack both the desire and the capacity to imitate everything that 
circulates around us. Instead we transform, we customize, we reinvent, we 
forget, we select.

Chapter  2, Communication and Imitation, explains why I do not think 
that cultural transmission usually takes the form of teaching, or imitation. It 
seems that in our species—and, I will contend, nowhere else—transmission 
passes mostly through ostensive communication, a soft and flexible form of 
transmission that always includes a reconstruction of what is transmitted. 
Unlike imitation, communication does not require behaviors to be faithfully 
replicated. Unlike what happens in teaching, communicators do not neces-
sarily have close control over those who learn from them. Unlike many forms 
of teaching and imitation, communication is voluntary and ostensive.

The transmission of behaviors, or pieces of information, can be voluntary 
or involuntary. Outside our species, it is often involuntary. For instance, 
upon seeing that other birds have gathered around a source of food, a bird 
may be driven to imitate them. The models need not know they are serving 
as models.

Voluntary transmission, in contrast, entails that the model deliberately 
seek to be imitated by, or to instruct, her target. Adult meerkats, for instance, 
provide their young with small, weakened, stinger-free scorpions to play with. 
The only plausible function of this behavior is to transmit a know-how. Such 
cases of voluntary transmission are rare outside of our species. Furthermore, 
these instances of animal “teaching” are always (with only one or two possible 
exceptions) non-ostensive. Non-ostensive transmission is what we do when we 
attach small wheels to a child’s bicycle. The extra wheels certainly help the 
child learn how to ride a bike; but knowing this is not what helps her the 
most. Non-ostensive transmission need not be manifest in order to succeed. 
Ostensive transmission is different. It cannot work unless the intention of the 
model is shown and recognized. Pointing at something with your index finger, 
waving a hand—these signs mean something because they rely on the recog-
nition of an intention. The target understands the source’s communicative 
intention, and the source uses this recognition to get her message across. In 
spite of its apparent simplicity, this mode of transmission seems rare or inex-
istent outside our species.

We shall see that ostensive communication has yet another special prop-
erty. To understand what is communicated to us, we must reconstruct the 
communicator’s message, selecting what we need to learn from the signals she 
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sends us. Communication is not achieved by copying information. It is not 
particularly faithful, or designed for cultural transmission. As a result, most 
of the ideas and practices conveyed through communication will never 
become traditional. Communication, as Herder remarked, is a poor tool for 
faithful cultural transmission.

The critique of imitation goes on in chapter 3, where The Myth of Compul-
sive Imitation is described. That chapter has a simple message: we are not as 
docile as most of the literature on cultural transmission would have us think. 
We are not so easily influenced that we would copy anything from the majority 
or the prestigious, without good reasons to do so. Making this point will re-
quire a brief review of an enormous literature that seems to demonstrate ex-
actly the opposite. One often hears, for instance, that suicides are readily imi-
tated, especially prestigious suicides. Taking one’s life is an extremely costly 
behavior; if people were joining massive waves of suicide out of sheer imitative 
docility, it would be hard to call them discerning. Yet such stories are much less 
plausible than they seem. The studies supporting the assumption of compul-
sive imitation, be they coming from social psychology or from sociology, suffer 
from several problems and biases. The data that are used to show that prestige 
and conformity drive the diffusion of innovations, technological or linguistic, 
often happen to show the contrary. On the whole, we acquire our culture in a 
selective, cost-sensitive, and discerning way.

If true, all this implies that the imitation hypothesis cannot explain the 
existence of traditions. Absent a compulsion to imitate prevailing customs, 
the Flop Problem remains unresolved. If human cultural transmission is not a 
high-fidelity device, the Wear-and-Tear Problem still stands.

The Theory of Diffusion Chains described in chapter  4 suggests another 
solution. It begins with a reversal of priorities. The imitation hypothesis tack-
les the Wear-and-Tear Problem first of all. The Flop Problem is almost an af-
terthought (compulsive imitation is supposed to take care of it). In my view, 
the opposite is true. When the Flop Problem is solved—and only when it is 
solved—the Wear-and-Tear Problem stops being a problem. At any rate, no 
high-fidelity transmission mechanisms are needed to solve it. On the other 
hand, the Wear-and-Tear Problem is unlikely to be solved if the Flop Problem 
is not. Traditions do not last without a modicum of success: they have to 
thrive if they are to survive. Being well transmitted, faithfully imitated, or 
committed to a reliable memory is useless if this process happens only once 
and concerns only a handful of individuals. The quantity of transmission epi-
sodes matters more to the survival of traditions than the quality of the trans-
mission itself.
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Experiments that simulate cultural transmission in laboratories illustrate 
this principle. They are quite similar to the game of Chinese Whispers: in 
almost all of them, a few transmission episodes are enough to distort the mes-
sage until it is barely recognizable. This effect is often blamed on a lack of fi-
delity in transmission mechanisms: what is Wear-and-Tear, after all, but an 
accumulation of copying errors? Yet I do not think this problem could be 
solved by making transmission more faithful. A very small error rate (and 
such rates are never zero) is enough for errors to accumulate inexorably. Fur-
thermore, outside the laboratory, traditions very often get distorted with no 
dire consequence for their survival. Thus the Wear-and-Tear Problem, as ob-
served in the lab, does not seem to result from a lack of fidelity.

Then whence comes wear and tear? In these experiments, I think, it comes 
from the fact that participants cannot transmit one thing several times to sev-
eral persons, or learn from several sources. Just as in the game of Chinese 
Whispers, the rules of these experiments block the repetition, redundancy, 
and proliferation of transmission episodes. In the real world, cultural diffu-
sion chains never take a Chinese Whispers form—and that is precisely why 
real-world transmission chains are stable. Repetition, redundancy, and prolif-
eration constitute the cultural success of a tradition. Without them, even the 
most faithful transmission cannot stave off extinction. With success on its 
side, though, transmission does not even need to be particularly faithful.

The rest of chapter 4 explores the causes of cultural success. It depends on 
two things: accessible individuals and attractive traditions. The accessibility 
of individuals is built by technologies, by institutions, and by contacts be-
tween generations. These things make it possible for traditions to circulate, 
but they do not give us reasons to diffuse them around. “Attractivity” does. 
Traditions are attractive when they are catchy, interesting, or useful—and, of 
course, many things can make them so. Some of these “factors of attraction” 
will be described. But the theory does not merely list attraction factors. It can 
predict what kind of factors of attraction will favor the success of a tradition 
in a population, depending on the accessibility of individuals.

The argument starts from the idea, made popular by cognitive anthropolo-
gists, that some cultural items tap into psychological mechanisms that are found 
in the wide majority of humans. They are “generally attractive.” They should, 
therefore, be more successful than others. Yet, according to the theory, those 
items do not outcompete others in every case. They do so, mostly, when accessi-
bility is low—in other words, in dispersed populations, where  information-storage 
technologies are poorly developed, and where generations rotate too rapidly for 
the oldest to instruct the youngest. In such cases, general “attractivity” is predicted 
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to drive cultural diffusion. This could explain why certain traditions manage to 
last in populations where contacts are difficult—how they can thrive in sparse 
populations, without the help of powerful institutions, and without the help of 
information-storage technologies.

These are the kind of traditions our cultures must have begun with. The 
only way they can cover wide distances in space and time is by being transmit-
ted on a great number of occasions. Each individual who passes them is a 
small link in the diffusion chain. When accessibility is low, however, many 
small links are required to build a long chain. As a result, traditions have to 
engage a great number of distinct individuals, in a great number of different 
contexts. In other words, they have to be generally attractive. This constraint, 
I shall argue, is weaker for other traditions.

Chapter 5 applies the theory of diffusion chains to an ancient problem in 
the philosophy of history: The Passing of Generations. How can a population’s 
culture remain the same, when that population is continuously restocked by 
the cycle of deaths and births? One path is generally admitted to afford the 
passing of generations: vertical transmission, through which older individuals 
pass something on to much younger individuals. This, it is often suggested, is 
the only way to obtain cultural transmission through time—at any rate, the 
only way that we understand well enough. The chapter will focus on other 
forms of transmission, which may also ensure cultural diffusion through time, 
on their own or as a complement to vertical transmission.

The second half of chapter  5 studies children’s peer culture. Folklorists 
have good reasons to think that some traditions (mostly games and rhymes) 
are passed down inside groups of children, with minimal adult intervention. 
This raises a problem. Children do not stay children for very long. Thus, 
groups of children are very frequently renewed, as the individuals that com-
pose them get older. As a result, accessibility is low inside children’s popula-
tions, and cultural transmission is almost completely horizontal (or quasi-
horizontal, from slightly older to slightly younger). The traditions whose 
transmission is confined to these groups need to be transmitted to newcom-
ers again and again, with all the risks of distortion and failure that attach to 
frequent transmission. We should expect them to have shorter life spans than 
comparable adult traditions. Yet it seems that the reverse holds true! Their life 
span is at least comparable, and arguably greater than, the life span of analo-
gous adult traditions.

How do they achieve this? Well, most of them do not achieve anything. Cul-
tural selection is tough to children’s traditions. It only retains a few. These tradi-
tions, my hypothesis goes, tend to be generally attractive: they are sufficiently 
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appealing to a sufficiently large number of children. They are more likely to be 
abundantly transmitted, to last, and to be recorded by folklorists. The sample we 
observe is heavily biased toward survival.

What about the Wear-and-Tear Problem? Children’s traditions, if they 
last, have to confront it—even more so than adult traditions, since they are 
more frequently transmitted. The theory of diffusion chains predicts that this 
deformation problem should all but vanish for the successful traditions (and 
only for them). The repetition, redundancy, and proliferation of children’s 
traditions (not their memorability, nor the alleged traditionalism of children) 
ensures their survival through time.

Only in chapter 6 will I use the theory of diffusion chains to answer my 
second question: Why is the cultural wealth of the world into our human 
hands? How did Homo sapiens become An Ever More Cultural Animal?

The first thing to do is dismiss the answer suggested by the imitation hy-
pothesis: Humans would be particularly gifted to copy traditions faithfully. 
That is not a necessary condition. Indeed, it might not even be useful. Sure 
enough, we have unique and extraordinary abilities for communication. Yet 
this is merely one of the things that make us uniquely fitted to learn from and 
cooperate with our conspecifics. If the flow of information is considerably 
more important in human societies than it is elsewhere, we have more than 
our cognitive capacities to thank for this. Our peculiar demography and so-
ciability also play a part. Their conjunction forms what might be called the 
“human public domain.”

Sharing information, however, is not enough. Ideas that are put in 
common are not made traditional by this very fact. They need (this book 
claims) to fulfill at least one of two conditions: they need to be attractive, or 
to be carried by accessible individuals. These two conditions have one thing in 
common: they are not immutable traits of human nature. In human popula-
tions of the past, individuals were not always as accessible to one another as 
they are now.

Consequently, the conditions that make traditions more likely to appear 
and thrive probably underwent important variations. The presence of attrac-
tive traditions is not wired in our genes, either. Our ability to exchange infor-
mation does not enable us to control the destiny of traditions over time, or to 
ensure that they will thrive and survive.

In the end I will offer a conjecture. The accumulation of traditions in 
human populations—not the progressive amelioration of some traditions, 
but the quantitative increase of our cultural repertoires—was a slow, grad-
ual process. At some point in their evolution, humans were gifted with 
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unprecedented capacities for information transmission. Yet this capacity 
did not give birth, all at once, to human cultures as we know them. Tradi-
tions accumulated one by one, as attractive items appeared, as circumstances 
became fit for them to become stable.

Why would this take a long time? Because (quantitative data gathered in 
diverse fields show) the life spans of traditions follow an extremely unequal 
distribution, most being quite unstable, while a few live long. The traditions 
popular enough to survive the passing of generations are a minority, their ap-
parition a rare event. Hence, they were probably not born all at the same time. 
Once born, however, they would last long enough to see the birth of more 
stubborn traditions just like them. Together these “extreme” traditions would 
drive a slow (but hard to reverse) process of accumulation.

If this bit of speculation is accurate, it lends some plausibility to a strange 
vision: there could have been human populations, societies just like we know 
them, with humans communicating and cooperating like we do, but whose 
cultural repertoire would resemble those of modern chimpanzees. Only by 
going through a long history would they have reached the level of cultural 
wealth common to all humans today. We could imagine humankind without 
culture.
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This chapter explains in what respects the new approaches to cul-
ture differ from the methods usually employed in the study of tra-
ditions. Their originality can be summed up in two words: they are 
quantitative and abstract. Thanks to this, they can explore a wide 
array of scales in space and time; compare not only different cul-
tures, but also different species; and try to explain why certain tra-
ditions live much longer than others. What I really value about 
them, though, is something different. They reveal traditions in 
their most characteristic shape: the shape that survives the passing 
of generations, that proves resilient to changing social contexts. In 
this way we can observe culture on its own scale—a scale beyond 
the short time frame of human lives, beyond shifting social arrange-
ments. Culture, as defined here, consists in stable traditions that 
travel far, thanks to cultural transmission.

A tradition’s transmission may refer to two things related but 
distinct. The transmission of Thales’s theorem or that of hula hoop-
ing may be seen as a diffusion chain that extends through space and 
time: the trajectory of Thales’s work from its origins to our times, or 
the spread of hula hooping in playgrounds. The word transmission, 
however, may also point to the process by which someone learns to 
reproduce an idea or a behavior from someone else: we would, 
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then, be talking about the activity of teaching Thales’s theorem, or demon-
strating hula hooping. What one points at, in the former case, is the diffusion 
of hula hooping (or Thales’s theorem): its spread through space and time. In 
the latter case, we point to the passing of the game (or the theorem) from one 
individual to the other. For this process I shall keep the word transmission. 
Diffusion is a distribution of ideas and practices in time or space; transmis-
sion is an interaction among individuals.

This chapter characterizes these three notions—transmission, diffusion, 
and traditions—with an eye on their recent past. Common though the words 
may be, the notions that they cover are not today as central to social science as 
they used to be; yet new tools promise to revive a mindset that such authors 
as Tylor or Tarde might share with contemporary biologists, psychologists, or 
linguists. I will try to explain why this mindset slowly fell from grace with the 
main stream of the social sciences (which had good reasons to reject it)—and 
why the time seems ripe for granting it a second chance.

Culture as Distributed

How can urban legends or Icelandic sagas be preserved by many successive 
generations? Why do certain words decay faster than others? What makes a 
principle of etiquette, or a rule of politeness, stick? These are the kinds of 
questions that will be raised in this book. To address them, one needs to look 
at traditions from a historical and statistical point of view. Such an approach 
is nothing original in social science, but when talking about culture, it cannot 
be taken for granted. Distributive views of culture are opposed by two strong 
(though antithetic) prejudices.

First is the view that a group’s culture is a mindset shared by all its mem-
bers, and almost no one else. Time does little to change it. The question of its 
diffusion is not worth asking, for we know in advance that the common 
mindset is perfectly shared within the boundaries of the associated social 
group, and spreads not an inch further. The reverse prejudice is what brought 
many authors to disregard the issue of cultural continuity (when they were 
not busy denying said continuity). For decades, traditions have mostly been a 
myth to be debunked by social anthropologists. The only legitimate way of 
using the word is to refer it to fragmented, precarious, hybrid constructions. 
There are no enduring cultures, only fragile, constantly renegotiated social 
constructs. Beware those who preach the continuity or homogeneity of cul-
tures! Their essentialist, reified stereotypes must be deconstructed in earnest. 
Such misgivings have gone far enough that many anthropologists would not 


