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tiracial types perceived equally, or are certain mixes and base
races discriminated against more than others? Will Hispanics,
with sharpened demographic growth and their enduring racial
malleability, succeed where the multiracial movement has
failed, and could they ultimately undermine the “Anglo” racial
system? The film highlights sociological studies that indicate
generational change in racial self-identity. For example, first-
generation Hispanics often have difficulty identifying with the
country’s “racial pentagon,” but by the third generation are
more likely to identify as white. If so, are Hispanics becoming
the country’s largest minority, or are (some of them) in the
process of transitioning to “whiteness”? These and other ques-
tions posed in the film speak to the growing fluidity and
destabilization of the racial classification system in the United
States.

Multiracial Identity presents an air of inevitability regarding
the unfolding future of a multiracial America. The film cites
a Bureau of the Census prediction that by 2050, one in five
Americans will identify as multiracial. Interracial relationships
are on the rise, already constituting one-eighth of households
in California, for instance, and multiracial celebrities and pub-
lic figures increasingly populate the American cultural and
media landscape. Of those that chose multiple racial categories
in the 2000 census, 42% were under the age of 18, signaling
a youthful charge against the country’s monoracial fixity. Pub-
lic or institutional acceptance of these changes will not happen
automatically, however. As the narrator concludes, “Too much
of our everyday life in America is invested in racial differences
to accept the overlapping multiracial existence.”

Multiracial Identity is well suited for university undergrad-
uate instruction. The film could be effectively paired both
with conventional scholarly treatments of race in the United
States and with anthropological or comparative studies of race
in other countries and regions. As the film explores advocacy
largely oriented around the positive valorization of racial iden-
tity, it not only complements more common treatments of
race’s discriminatory dimensions, but it could also be used
in dialogue with scholarship on ethnicity. The latter would
be particularly useful given the overlap between public debates
and political reaction surrounding both the “browning” and
the so-called “hyphenization” of America. All told, Multiracial
Identity offers an insightful and accessible contribution to the
urgent and ever-shifting debates on race and identity, in
America and beyond.

Reference Cited

Race, the Power of an Illusion. Directed by Tracy Strain. San Francisco: Cal-
ifornia Newsreel, 2003.

The Cognitive Life of Things
Thomas Wynn

Center for Cognitive Archaeology and Department of
Anthropology, University of Colorado, 1420 Austin Bluffs

Parkway, Colorado Springs, Colorado 80918, U.S.A.
(twynn@uccs.edu). 13 XII 13

How Things Shape the Mind: A Theory of Material Engage-
ment. By Lambros Malafouris. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
2013.

Cognitive archaeology faces a peculiar epistemological chal-
lenge: the prevailing understanding of the ontological status
of the mind is actually not very friendly to archaeological
inference. Based as it is in Cartesian dualism, the cognitivist
approach places the mind squarely inside the head. Mind and
thought result from the activity of neurons and networks of
neurons that compute responses to stimuli and adaptive prob-
lems. This understanding of mind as a centralized, compu-
tational processor is quite remote from the artifacts and fea-
tures that archaeologists find and analyze. To reach even
modest conclusions about past minds, archaeologists must
carefully build a series of linked arguments: from material
traces to past activities to what went on in the heads of the
actors (Botha 2008, 2010; Wynn 2009). And if one acknowl-
edges that each link in the argument has at best only a certain
probability of being true, then the prospects for a robust
cognitive archaeology seem dim. It is not that cognitivism is
wrong; it has, after all, provided significant dividends in most
branches of cognitive science. But it is arguably not ideal for
archaeology. In How Things Shape the Mind, Lambros Ma-
lafouris presents an alternative ontology of mental life in
which artifacts are not remote epiphenomena but instead are
equal partners in cognition. In doing so, he makes a case not
just for how this alternative ontology helps us understand the
past, but also how archaeology can contribute to the under-
standing of mind itself.

Malafouris presents Material Engagement Theory (MET)
as having three dimensions: extended cognition, enactive
signs, and material agency. Extended/embodied cognition is
a perspective on mind that arose from the failure of com-
putationally based, central processing models of AI to perform
such seemingly simple tasks as catching a hit baseball (e.g.,
by computing vectors, speed). Much simpler, peripherally or-
ganized perceptual/motor systems can do it more easily (move
until the ball seems to stop and stand there). For such
“simple” problems, central processing was more a hindrance
than a help. Thus, the central tenant of embodied cognition
is that much of human thinking takes place without central
computation and relies on the resources of our perceptual
and motor systems. Extended cognition takes this a step fur-
ther and argues that resources in the environment, including
artifacts and other organisms, are also components of cog-
nitive processes. Malafouris introduces this important idea
using Merleau Ponty’s famous blind man’s stick example; for
the blind man, the cane literally becomes a component of the
perceptual system, with neural hardware changing to accom-
modate the novel perceptual artifact. To understand a blind
man’s cognition, one must incorporate the stick. And to un-
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derstand Minoan Linear B script, Malafouris’s chosen ar-
chaeological example, one must understand that the tablets
did not just reflect the scribes’ thinking; they were essential
components in the organization of memory itself. Because of
the tablets, Minoan cognition was literally different.

Malafouris’s use of enactive sign draws an important dis-
tinction between the semiotic nature of linguistic signs and
that of material signs. For the latter, meaning arises not via
arbitrary assignment and representation, but via the projec-
tion of an artifact’s affordances into an expressive domain.
“That means that the material sign, in most cases, does not
stand for a concept but rather substantiates a concept” (97).
Because material signs arise out of the uses and contexts of
tools, they are richer and more complicated than linguistic
signs and, what is especially important for archaeologists, they
had a separate evolutionary history from that of linguistic
signs. Malafouris uses the example of Neolithic tokens to
illustrate how material things acted as a scaffold for the de-
velopment of true number concept, demonstrating the key
role that material things can play as scaffolds for abstract ideas.

In his most closely argued chapter, Malafouris avers that
archeologists’ recent treatments of agency have been essen-
tially anthropocentric, even those treatments, such as Hod-
der’s, that have argued for material culture as an essential
component of agency. Instead, Malafouris proposes taking a
symmetrical stance in which people and objects are equivalent
actors. “If the social and cognitive life of things is the phe-
nomenon you seek to understand, then, methodologically
speaking, it is more sensible and productive to treat material
things as agents (and be wrong) than to deny their agency
(and be wrong)” (134). It is not that Malafouris is suggesting
that artifacts have volitional lives of their own. Rather, they
operate in complex networks of interaction with people, and
assigning primary agency to the human nexus is unwarranted.

Malafouris makes a very strong case for MET. Although
the theory does not entirely do away with an “epistemic me-
diator” (Wagman 2002), it does reduce the neural component
of the Cartesian mind to an equal partnership with bodies
and material culture in the phenomenon we call cognition.
The potential benefits to an archaeology of mind should be
obvious; archaeology is nothing if not a study of things, and
via MET, archaeologists have direct access to cognition, rather
than having to rely on long chains of inference. Of course,
theories must be judged not just on their coherence and rea-
sonability but on what they help us understand. So how does
MET perform when placed against the archeological record?

Malafouris illustrates the potential of his theory using three
prehistoric examples: flint knapping, especially the “handaxe
enigma,” mark making from the MSA (Middle Stone Age)
through the Upper Paleolithic, and wheel-thrown pottery. The
second is the best developed, especially in regard to extended
cognition and enactive signs. It also builds on an argument
he has made elsewhere (Malafouris 2008). In essence, Ma-
lafouris sees mark making, such as that done on the ochre
pieces from the South African MSA site of Blombos Cave

(Henshilwood 2007), as having been one of the scaffolds upon
which human metacognition was built. Malafouris sees no
reason to conclude that the Blombos engravings had Peircean
symbolic meaning; rather, he focuses on the act of engraving
itself. Simply engraving a line had several cognitive conse-
quences. One was a freeing up of attentive cognitive resources
(working memory) to attend to other things; another was a
restructuring of cognitive resources, as in the creation of the
one-to-one correspondences essential to number concept
(Overmann 2013). But most important of all, engraving was
a step on a scaffold for metacognition. Such marking began
a process in which action was materialized and available itself
for perception, ultimately making it possible “for the visual
apparatus to interrogate itself and thus acquire a previously
unavailable sense of perceptual awareness. More simply, the
image provides a scaffolding device that enables human per-
ception to become aware of itself” (204). What is significant
about this conclusion is that it illuminates the process by
which metacognition evolved. Rather than simply assigning
our own Cartesian and Peircean understandings of mind and
symbol to people living 70 millennia ago, Malafouris has em-
ployed archaeological evidence to understand how metacog-
nition came to be.

How Things Shape the Mind is an important book. Not
since Human Evolution, Language, and Mind: A Psychological
and Archaeological Inquiry (Noble and Davidson 1996) has
an authored book taken a significant critical view of the epis-
temology grounding cognitive archaeology. Its challenge will
not be easy to meet—our Cartesian view of mind is just so
very comfortable—but it may well provide a means for mak-
ing true progress in the archaeology of mind.
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