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It is well-recognized that public opposition to
nuclear power is largely based upon an irrational
response to real or imagined risks. Efforts to alleviate
this through education and communication have met
with some success, but inevitably encounter a barrier
that some have called the "Dread Syndrome": a deep
and almost visceral fear initiating an immediate
negative response, independent of external stimuli. The
response is subconscious, and therefore unlike public
concern for many other technologies. A successful
approach to dealing with this response will likewise
be unlike that used with many other technologies.

Others have written extensively on the origin and
evolution of nuclear power's perception problem, as
well as the various factors affecting popular risk
perception. This paper proposes that the current
popular perception of nuclear power can be
characterized as a "meme". A meme, as coined by
Oxford zoologist Richard Dawkins in his 1976 book
The Selfish Gene, is a fundamental unit of thought
that drives cultural evolution in the same manner that
genes drive biological evolution. Nuclear power's
perception displays classic memetic traits in that it is
contagious, replicating, mutable, and has significantly
affected cultural evolution since its first "infection" of
the collective public mind. That it is a particularly
strong and resilient meme, and therefore one that
experiences increasing rates of growth, is self-evident.

This paper summarizes the events that created this
meme, and the reasons for its robust and contagious
nature. A method is proposed for increasing nuclear
power's public acceptance, not by attacking the
"nuclearphobia" meme directly, but by employing its
own ability to survive and replicate in an indirect
campaign against itself. An analogy is made to genetic
engineering ("memetic engineering"), from which
strategies may be borrowed .

One example is "meme-splicing" - the insertion
of a foreign, but compatible, pro-nuclear meme
amongst existing memes known to possess favourable
replication characteristics. In this context Global
Climate Change is discussed, and in particular the
international effort to raise awareness of nuclear
power's potential contribution to this cause.

Much of genetic therapy involves the delivery of
"corrected" genes into cells known to contain mutated
versions of the same gene. From the viewpoint of

public perception, memes involving popular
exaggerations of the truth may be considered in this
category. For example, that Chernobyl was a
horrendous accident caused by foolishness and leading
to death, is a truthful meme spread globally. That
Chernobyl caused thousands of deaths, is a mutant form
of this meme, as is the misconception that the accident
could happen again anywhere in the world.

As with genetic therapy, the trick is in the
delivery - usually achieved by attaching the corrected
gene to a virus capable of entering cells and integrating
its own genetic information with that of the cell's
chromosomes. One looks for similar transport
mechanisms in the case of "memetic therapy".
Celebrity endorsements and television shows are
perfect examples, but probably unrealistic. Well-
publicized statements by respected scientific authorities
(professors, Nobel laureates, etc.) might suffice.

The metaphorical application of genetic therapy
to public acceptance of nuclear power is useful for
gaining insight into the dilemma, as well as for solving
it. We may speak of "causal" versus "susceptible"
memes: technophobia and feelings of scientific
inferiority are precursor memes that make one
susceptible to a host of social perceptions, including
nuclearphobia. We may think of "weaker" or "down-
regulated" memes requiring higher "expression": most
college-level students in the US are known to support
nuclear power, but incorrectly perceive that they are in
the minority. Anti-nuclear memes are inherently more
robust than pro-nuclear, since they are based upon fear.

Unlike with genetics, the potential for individual
contribution to macroscopic change is much greater
with memetic replication. Memes spread much faster
and can affect sociocultural change within days of their
first introduction. This is cause for sober thought.

It is suggested that "memetic engineering" has a
higher potential for success than more direct methods
currently practiced (albeit requiring more patience,
subtlety, and time for implementation). Examples are
given of pro-nuclear memes, currently replicating in
various environments, which have the nature of a direct
"counter-attack", but which have lower potentials for
success. The memes that have developed around
certain positive and negative perceptions of the health
effects of exposure to low doses of radiation will be
discussed in some detail.

1 The views presented here are those of the author.
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