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The central theme of Clive Gamble’s (2013) book, Settling the Earth: The 
Archaeology of Deep Human History, is the human ability to “go beyond” 
immediate perceptions and enter the realm of imagination. The author 
provides an integrative narrative of the evolution of the human imagi-
nation, driven by social and material engagements, resulting in the colo-
nization of the globe. The book is structured into nine chapters, which 
draw from the fields of archaeology, climatology, cognitive science, genet-
ics, and paleoanthropology, emphasizing the push and pull throughout 
hominin evolution between factors of ecology, kinship, social exchange, 
and material goods. Through his broad conceptualization of imagination 
as “making complex connections through symbols and metaphors” (p. 4), 
Gamble argues that the process of “relating to create” (p. 319) has ampli-
fied a number of basic cognitive abilities (adaptations; primarily theory 
of mind and related social cognition). Because the author emphasizes the 
plasticity of these abilities, embedded in a changing historical landscape, 
the book is a veritable treasure trove for cognitive historians and evolu-
tionary-minded social scientists. In this review, I first discuss the richness 
of Gamble’s cross-disciplinary synthesis before arguing his model of cog-
nition is impoverished.

Gamble’s review of the ecological and social factors further specializing 
the evolution of social cognition in general and theory of mind in specific is 
authoritative. Undergirding this process is a gradualist perspective. There 
is no precise point when humans became fully modern; moreover, there 
was no first human. Instead, different technologies radiate throughout 
populations as they are created in response to new demands and/or pro-
duced from new materials. 
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Before almost two million years ago, Gamble suggests pulsed climate 
and other environmental conditions were the primary force behind homi-
nin evolution, leaving in their wake phenotypes favouring versatility. Some 
form of rudimentary theory of mind was in place before then, however, 
as evidenced by stone tool production and butchery. Between 800-200Ka, 
mastery of fire occurred, amplifying social cognitive abilities through a 
dialing up of basic emotional resources. The production of composite tools 
indicates an ability to “go beyond” functional fixedness and it suggests that 
these hominins were able to think recursively, combining elements in novel 
ways. Furthermore, evidence for hominin habitation sites began to spread 
not only further outward, but upward, accumulating in what Gamble labels 
as “super sites”, where recurrent occupation likely influenced social cogni-
tion through embodiment.

As the author eloquently tracks, the hominin proto-imagination was 
turning into our imagination. From 200-50Ka, evidence of symbolic think-
ing is increasingly apparent and humans mark the last of multiple hominin 
dispersals out of Africa. From 50Ka on, it becomes clearer that the imagi-
nation was sustaining territorial expansion. Although relational, embodied 
thinking is a constant feature of the hominin lineage, notions of the con-
cept or metaphor of a “container” are particularly salient at this point and 
further contribute to expansion. For example, even over great distances, 
the imagination gathered people together by facilitating the manufacture 
of material technologies, containers, such as boats, for keeping in touch 
and exploring the uncharted as well as providing what Gamble calls “social 
technologies”, such as kinship systems. In the end, the human beings that 
left Africa went around the world, and confusingly, met back up with 
themselves as colonialists sometime in the past 700 years. Any difference 
in the appearance of the two parties lay only in the objects of imagina-
tion. Nevertheless, these objects – and their accompanying emotions – had 
been subjected to considerable amplification, that is, diversification based 
on accumulation of specific knowledge. The disparities were apparent, yet 
similarities remained in their minds. This is Gamble’s narrative.

Settling the Earth is not a radical reimagining of the construction of 
hominin cognition, but a radical re-focusing. Gamble reaches beyond 
providing stock-in-trade explanations or descriptions of cognitive adapta-
tions. He argues that evolutionary narratives centred on humans as purely 
rational creatures, powered solely by evolutionary drives, such as “the four 
F’s” (i.e fighting, fleeing, feeding, and reproducing), are a mistake. while 
acknowledging the importance of these factors, the author suggests that the 
evolutionary forces supporting hominin brain expansion and population 
dispersal were primarily “relational” rather than “rational”. Accordingly, 
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then, this relational element involves making “complex connections through 
symbols and metaphors” and at its centre lay the “most human capacity – 
imagination” (pp. 3–4). Throughout evolution, the human imagination and 
its products constituting culture have been subjected to gradual manipula-
tion and emotional amplification. Fittingly, then, Gamble’s global narrative 
of hominin brain and territorial expansion is couched in the “social brain 
hypothesis”, the idea that our social nature has been the primary driver of 
human cognitive evolution (Dunbar 1998; Dunbar 2009). The strengths of 
this book come from the integration of multiple fields cutting across mil-
lions of years of hominin evolution. This should outweigh the chagrin of 
even the harshest of critics, because they can look past whatever nuanced 
quibbles they happen to find, some of which I discuss below, and utilize 
Gamble’s genius for their own purposes – one only need imagine how.

The book flounders where it forays into discussions of cognition and 
cognitive architecture. As responses to his own critiques of cognition, 
Gamble sees the mind as inherently embodied and extended, more rela-
tional than rational. This leads him to critique evolutionary psychology’s 
sine qua non, the modularity of the mind hypothesis. Perhaps justified 
30 years ago, but no longer today, Gamble charges the modularists with 
privileging “thoughts above emotions” (p. 14), being doomed to an overly 
rational understanding of human cognition. Later in the book, echoing 
other authors, Gamble (p. 124) suggests that phenotypic plasticity is in 
opposition to genetic specification, because the former “freed hominins 
from adaptations based on long-term genetic strategies”. In what follows, I 
take issue with both of these claims, suggesting instead that Gamble’s nar-
rative can easily embrace modularity.

It is difficult to imagine what a phenotype freed from its genotypic 
tether really entails. Perhaps the author is trying to emphasize the vari-
ability and plasticity of cognition? Fair enough, however the plasticity of 
developmental systems can produce varying phenotypes when placed into 
differing environmental conditions, but there is still a connection to the 
genotype – this is called a reaction norm (Barrett 2012). Gamble’s view of 
cognition is not prima facie opposed to the modular/mechanistic accounts 
he shadowboxes with throughout the book. For example, the author (p. 
14) references Steven Mithen’s (1996) The Prehistory of the Mind when sug-
gesting that misrepresentation of the human mind as purely rational stems 
from the use of “computer based similes”, which explain the mind “as a 
series of modules, each dealing with different aspects of human activity”. 
while Mithen (1996: 35) does adhere to a modular view of the mind, the 
computer metaphor does not seem to be limiting his choice of prose: “The 
mind thinks, it creates, its imagines. This cannot happen with a computer”. 
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Contrary to Gamble’s overall message, the modular organization of human 
brain evolution can and does emphasize developmental trajectories, func-
tional plasticity, and affective processing (see, Barrett 2012) – precisely the 
topics of interest in Gamble’s tome.

Evolutionary psychologist Clark Barrett (2012), for example, suggests 
a module spawning process, through duplication and divergence of brain 
specialization from more generalized abilities. Therefore, modularity may 
actually integrate quite well with Gamble’s focus on the amplification of 
more basic abilities. Importantly, even a massively modular mind would 
not entail it was a massively rational mind. For example, modularization 
actually predicts humans will display more, not less, “relating to create”, 
as the process necessarily increases the degrees of freedom within the 
cognitive system. Had Gamble chosen to explore the current character of 
modularity and evolutionary psychology in his book, rather than veiled 
antiquated caricatures, his arguments and juxtapositions on cognitive 
architecture may have been less interesting, yet more informative.

In the end, the lineage of hominins that would eventually become us 
flourished on account of the flexibility and relational endowments of their 
social brains, argues Gamble, but the reader should not forget the rational 
is what keeps our imagination from running away from us. Settling the 
Earth has much to offer an increasingly expanding cognitive science. 
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