
Cognitive Gadgets: The Cultural Evolution of
Thinking
Our minds are not simply the products of our genes. They are also shaped
by the cultural tools and technologies we use. This is the central argument
of Cognitive Gadgets, a groundbreaking book by anthropologist Merlin
Donald. Donald argues that our minds have evolved over time in response
to the challenges and opportunities presented by our environment. And
that, in turn, our cultural tools and technologies have played a major role in
shaping the way we think.
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Donald identifies three major "cognitive gadgets" that have shaped the
evolution of human thinking: language, writing, and numbers. He argues
that each of these gadgets has had a profound impact on the way we
represent and process information. And that, together, they have made
possible the development of complex societies and civilizations.
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Language is a system of symbols that allows us to communicate with each
other. It is a powerful tool for sharing ideas, information, and emotions. And
it has played a major role in the development of human culture. Writing is a
system of symbols that allows us to record information. It is a more
permanent form of communication than speech, and it has made possible
the accumulation and dissemination of knowledge. Numbers are a system
of symbols that allows us to represent quantities. They are a powerful tool
for mathematics and science, and they have played a major role in the
development of technology.

Donald argues that these three cognitive gadgets have had a profound
impact on the way we think. They have made it possible for us to develop
complex ideas, to store and retrieve information, and to solve problems.
And they have helped us to create a world that is increasingly complex and
interconnected.

Cognitive Gadgets is a fascinating and thought-provoking book. It is a
must-read for anyone who is interested in the evolution of human cognition
and the role of culture in shaping our minds.
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Chapter 1: The Cognitive Revolution



In the first chapter of Cognitive Gadgets, Donald argues that the evolution
of human cognition can be divided into two major phases: the pre-cognitive
revolution and the post-cognitive revolution. The pre-cognitive revolution
was characterized by a reliance on instinct and rote learning. The post-
cognitive revolution was characterized by the development of symbolic
thought and the ability to reason abstractly.

Donald argues that the cognitive revolution was made possible by the
development of language. Language is a system of symbols that allows us
to represent and communicate complex ideas. It is a powerful tool for
thinking and problem-solving. And it has played a major role in the
development of human culture.

Chapter 2: The Language Gadget

In the second chapter of Cognitive Gadgets, Donald explores the role of
language in the evolution of human cognition. He argues that language is
not simply a way of communicating with others. It is also a way of thinking
and representing the world.

Donald identifies three major functions of language: communication,
representation, and reasoning. Communication is the use of language to
convey information to others. Representation is the use of language to
represent the world in our minds. And reasoning is the use of language to
think and solve problems.

Donald argues that language has had a profound impact on the way we
think. It has made it possible for us to develop complex ideas, to store and
retrieve information, and to solve problems. And it has helped us to create
a world that is increasingly complex and interconnected.



Chapter 3: The Writing Gadget

In the third chapter of Cognitive Gadgets, Donald explores the role of
writing in the evolution of human cognition. He argues that writing is not
simply a way of recording information. It is also a way of thinking and
representing the world.

Donald identifies three major functions of writing: recording, representation,
and reasoning. Recording is the use of writing to store information for later
retrieval. Representation is the use of writing to represent the world in our
minds. And reasoning is the use of writing to think and solve problems.

Donald argues that writing has had a profound impact on the way we think.
It has made it possible for us to accumulate and disseminate knowledge, to
develop complex ideas, and to solve problems. And it has helped us to
create a world that is increasingly complex and interconnected.

Chapter 4: The Number Gadget

In the fourth chapter of Cognitive Gadgets, Donald explores the role of
numbers in the evolution of human cognition. He argues that numbers are
not simply a way of representing quantities. They are also a way of thinking
and representing the world.

Donald identifies three major functions of numbers: counting,
representation, and reasoning. Counting is the use of numbers to represent
quantities. Representation is the use of numbers to represent the world in
our minds. And reasoning is the use of numbers to think and solve
problems.



Donald argues that numbers have had a profound impact on the way we
think. They have made it possible for us to develop mathematics and
science, to understand the world around us, and to solve problems. And
they have helped us to create a world that is increasingly complex and
interconnected.

Chapter 5: The Future of Cognitive Evolution

In the fifth and final chapter of Cognitive Gadgets, Donald speculates on
the future of cognitive evolution. He argues that we are entering a new era
of cognitive evolution, one that will be characterized by the increasing use
of artificial intelligence (AI).

Donald argues that AI will have a profound impact on the way we think and
understand the world. It will make it possible for us to solve problems that
we cannot currently solve, and it will give us new insights into the nature of
reality. And it will help us to create a world that is increasingly complex and
interconnected.

Cognitive Gadgets is a fascinating and thought-provoking book. It is a
must-read for anyone who is interested in the evolution of human cognition
and the role of culture in shaping our minds.
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