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about merlin donald

Merlin Donald obtained his Ph.D. from McGill University, Montreal, qc, in 1968. A cognitive  
neuroscientist with a background in philosophy, he is the author of many scientific papers and two 
influential books: Origins of the Modern Mind: Three Stages in the Evolution of Culture and Cognition 
(Harvard University Press, 1991) and A Mind So Rare: The Evolution of Human Consciousness (w.w. 
Norton & Company, 2001). He is a Fellow of the Canadian Psychological Association, the Royal  
Society of Canada and the World Academy of Art and Science. He is also Honorary Professor at Aar-
hus University.
 Merlin Donald’s theoretical work on human cognitive evolution bridges several disciplines in  
 the  sciences, social sciences and humanities. His main thesis is that our mental powers as a species are  
closely tied to our emergence as cultural beings. The human journey has not been only about brain 
evolution, but rather about brain-culture co-evolution. 
 The human mind is thus the middle kingdom, the joint progeny of brain and culture. The 
brain contributed a source of raw biological intelligence with a potential for being rewired for sym-
bolic communication. Culture – especially in its technological aspect but also in its key role in the 
invention of languages – did most of the rewiring. 
 In our case, the evolution of one component (mind) could not be isolated from the other 
(culture). The term ‘culture’ includes material culture and technology, which have repeatedly revo-
lutionized the processes of thought and memory. Donald is currently trying to understand how the 
slow-moving biology of the brain can deal with the rapidly changing ‘cognitive ecology’ triggered by 
the new media and the Internet.

abstract

We are living through an information technology (IT) revolution aimed directly at the human mind. 
It is changing the way basic cognitive operations like attention, thought, memory, and perception play 
out in the social networks of culture. 
 Unlike the Gutenberg revolution, the IT revolution is machine-driven, intelligent, and in-
timate. It changes the basic structure of the cognitive ecology. Judging from what we know of brain 
development, the cognitive ecology can deeply affect the developing human brain.
 This topic - the impact of IT on the brain - has triggered many recent books and articles, 
ranging from Utopian dreams of a future human “singularity,” to fears of an intellectual and spiritual 
Armageddon in which human beings become shallow, distractible, and addicted to the media. 
 We have been through these kinds of discussion before, and they will resolve nothing without 
a theoretical framework to give shape to the debate. This lecture will try to provide a very long-term 
evolutionary framework within which we can approach this important topic.


