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    SAPIENS: A BRIEF HISTORY OF HUMANKIND


    THE STORY OF HUMAN DEVELOPMENT AND WHAT IS NEXT TO COME


    Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind is a book written by Israeli professor Yuval Noah Harari. Initially published in 2011, the book discusses human history in detail, beginning with humankind’s development from archaic species such as Neanderthals during the Stone Age and continuing right up to the technological developments of the 21st century.


    The book addresses the subject of evolutionary biology delicately, making it provocative enough to strike interest with academics but not complex enough to alienate the general public. It tackles subjects such as the development of the human brain, the extinction of other human species and the development of civilisation as we know it.


    While the book has been heavily contested by some academics, it acts as an effective gateway to the general public to seek out more in-depth and intricate literature on the subject of evolution and anthropology.
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        	Reference edition: Harari, Y. N. (2014) Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind. New York: Harper.


        	1st edition: 2011 (in Hebrew); 2014 (in English)


        	Author: Yuval Noah Harari (Israeli historian and professor, born in 1976)


        	Fields: history, human evolution


        	
          Key words:

          
            	Homo Sapiens: modern humans who first appeared 150000 years ago. They are the only surviving human species.


            	Neanderthals: an extinct species of human that dominated Europe and Eurasia between 120000 and 30000 years ago. They differ from modern humans in the shape of their skull, which gives them a receding forehead.


            	Agricultural Revolution: the transition of human societies from hunter-gatherers to farmers. The transition involved a radical change in the landscape i.e. the creation of fields.


            	Cultural relativism: the theory stating that a person’s beliefs, customs and morality are dependant on the culture they originated from and not due to any other factors, such as genetics.


            	Megafauna: large mammals of a particular region, habitat or geological period. Examples of megafauna can be found in elephants and giraffes.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    CONTEXT


    THE AUTHOR


    Yuval Noah Harari was born in Kiryat Ata, Israel on 24February 1976. Raised in a secular Jewish family, Harari would later attend the Hebrew University of Jerusalem from 1993 to 1998, where he studied both medieval history and military history. He completed his PhD at Jesus College, Oxford in 2002.


    In that same year, Harari met his husband and personal manager Itzik Yahav. The couple currently reside in a moshav (an Israeli agrarian community) near Jerusalem called Mesilat Zion.


    Harari’s writings concern the topics of free will, consciousness and intelligence. He has published many books and articles, such as Special Operations in the Age of Chivalry, 1100–1555; The Ultimate Experience: Battlefield Revelations and the Making of Modern War Culture, 1450–2000; The Concept of 'Decisive Battles' in World History; and Armchairs Coffee and Authority: Eye-witnesses and Flesh-witnesses Speak about War, 1100-2000.


    He reached acclaim when he initially published Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind in 2011, which became a bestseller in Israel and was popular among academics and the general public alike. Harari has given many lectures on the subject of human history, some of which can be found online.


    Since the publication of Sapiens, Harari has published two other books. In 2016 he published Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow, which concerns the potential future of humanity with developing technologies. In 2018 Harari published 21Rules for the 21st Century, a collection of essays that discuss the technological, political and other serious issues that humankind faces in the future. Both books can be read as building upon the theories Harari set out in Sapiens.


    CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND


    Debate surrounding the ethics of genetic engineering and concern arising from technological innovation and the development of artificial intelligence played a key role in the inspiration of the book, since Harari closes it with his own concerns on both topics.


    The book also takes issue with studies regarding human happiness, stating that the studies taken thus far have been superficial and are inadequate in nature. The author stresses the necessity of more in-depth research on the study of happiness so that we can better understand the subject matter and then act accordingly.

  


  
    SUMMARY OF SAPIENS: A BRIEF HISTORY OF HUMANKIND


    The book is divided into sections, totalling 20 chapters. Each section deals with a specific period in history.


    PART ONE: THE COGNITIVE REVOLUTION


    Chapter One: An Animal of No Significance


    There are six known human species to have existed on earth. All of them emerged from Africa, but some migrated to other regions and thus evolved to adjust to their environment. For example, Neanderthals populated Europe and evolved to have paler skin due to dietary changes. Modern humans, classified as Homo Sapiens, emerged from Africa around 150000 years ago.


    Sapiens migrated across the world and lived side by side with other human species, but these species would later die out, and as of 13000 years ago Homo Sapiens are the only remaining humans on earth. There are two theories regarding how these other species died out, the first being that interbreeding between species caused a diminished population for Neanderthals and other species as Sapiens were the result. The other is that Sapiens achieved their sole status as humans by their dominance over others, which can mean anything from being better hunters to committing genocide.


    Harari suggests that Sapiens were able to effectively spread out and conquer the earth because of their superior social skills and the development of language, which was also superior to rival species.


    Chapter Two: The Tree of Knowledge


    70000 years ago, modern humans experienced the development of behavioural modernity, which Harari has labelled the “cognitive revolution”. This revolution could be achieved through the development of language.


    Harari explains that there are two main components of language in Sapiens that differ from other animals. The first is the ability to communicate with one another via signals to hunt more efficiently or to call for aid in an emergency. Better communication also allowed them to socialise with one another and even comprehend gossip.


    The second is the ability to communicate understanding of things that do not materially exist, such as governments and institutions. This ability allows Sapiens to communicate with strangers and to adjust social behaviour very quickly. This ability is absent in all other animals apart from modern humans.


    Chapter Three: A Day in the Life of Adam and Eve


    Through the examination of their lives, Harari argues that the lifestyles of early foragers can be considered “the original affluent societies” (p.65), meaning their quality of life was surprisingly high.


    He argues this by claiming that the foragers’ diet was both healthier and more varied than that of later farmers, as they collected these resources from their local area. Because of this, their working hours were significantly shorter than those of early farmers, as they only needed to gather the required resources for their tribe while farmers needed to constantly cultivate their produce. This free time allowed for more engagement in social activity.


    They were also less likely to become sick as they settled permanently in one area and would have adapted to the pathogens they were exposed to there. The same could not be said for later peoples who travelled extensively for trade in towns and cities.


    However, Harari clarifies that we should not romanticise this lifestyle, as these living conditions were very gruelling. Members of these societies had to be extremely violent to ensure survival and had to kill weaker or sickly members of their tribe to ensure that they remained strong. Harari closes the chapter by suggesting we need more research on these kinds of societies, as we currently know very little about them.


    Chapter Four: The Flood


    The development of cognitive abilities allowed Sapiens to develop the skills necessary for sea travel. Because of this, modern humans were able to travel and later populate Australia 45000 years ago.


    Harari discusses the mass extinction of megafauna in this region. There is evidence that humans’ arrival in the region played a significant role in their extinction. Unlike animals in Africa and Asia, animals in Australia did not evolve to consider Sapiens a threat. Because of this, their interactions with humans lead to their species possessing a higher death rate than birth rate, which affected megafauna more harshly since their pregnancies took far longer.


    Harari posits two great influences in this extinction. The first is Sapiens’ cultivation of fire agriculture, which greatly changed the ecology that megafauna had adapted to survive in. The second is the influence of climate change, but Harari suggests more research is needed to clarify whether this was significant.


    PART TWO: THE AGRICULTURAL REVOLUTION


    Chapter Five: History’s Biggest Fraud


    Harari argues that the first Agricultural Revolution was one of the gravest mistakes that Sapiens committed because their quality of life quickly diminished in comparison to early foragers.


    For starters, their dependence on wheat farming was uneconomical and meant that their diet lacked variety, which in turn meant that they often suffered from malnutrition. This lifestyle was not only unhealthier but also more violent than that of foragers, since having farmland meant that they were more at risk of attack.


    Harari argues that the main reason Sapiens transitioned from foragers to farmers was because the latter lifestyle allowed them to reproduce more and sustain larger populations, despite the harsh realities they may face.


    Chapter Six: Building Pyramids


    Because of the higher risk of harm in their lifestyles, farmers’ communities developed a framework of law and order that protected their inhabitants. Because of Sapiens’ ability to comprehend subjects that do not materially exist, they can create a social infrastructure.


    An imagined order functions as it is either connected to the physical world or the physical world allows it to exist; for example, a person can be deemed to be a police officer and thus granted certain powers. These kinds of beliefs would be shared among Sapiens and would drive individual desires and influence actions.


    Harari ends the chapter by stating that even if someone wanted to leave this order in hopes of finding freedom and independence, they could not. Instead they would be greeted by another order. Regarding how modern humans live, there is no way of living an order-free life.


    Chapter Seven: Memory Overload


    The development of social order and the acquisition of knowledge led to a need for a means to store this information in order to pass it on to later generations. Older methods of passing down information were flawed in that Sapiens had limited memories and limited lifespans, meaning that their knowledge would be lost after death. Sapiens had evolved to be good at storing information regarding their lives as foragers (for example, what plants not to eat or the best hunting grounds); however, they were not adept at storing information with numbers, which would be necessary in a social order.


    To combat these issues, Sapiens developed two solutions. The first was the establishment of mathematics, which in turn could be used to communicate needs and demands. The second was of course the development of written language, which would allow more efficient storage of information.


    Chapter Eight: There is No Justice in History


    The development of social order allowed the development of hierarchies, which would classify groups of people based on race, economic class and gender. These hierarchies served to alienate peoples from one another, since those in the higher class believed that exposure to lower classes would pollute them, while the lower classes held the higher classes in esteem. Thus, their interactions were limited to bare necessity.


    Harari notes that while these hierarchies are unfair and should be removed, it is immensely difficult to do so. This is because even after the initial creators of the hierarchy have left or died out, the conquered population still upholds this order. Even when a region attempts to uproot and correct the wrongdoings of this system, the population that has been raised in this hierarchy may still hold these established prejudices against others.


    PART THREE: THE UNIFICATION OF HUMANKIND


    Chapter Nine: The Arrow of History


    Harari argues that culture is not a static force, but rather one that is in constant flux and therefore dynamic in nature. Because every culture is influenced by others due to their interactions with one another via trade, marriage and the eventual sharing of myths and customs. Due to this, there is nothing either authentic or original. The world used to be divided into four distinct worlds, but now because of exploration and globalisation they have converged into a global empire.


    There are three reasons why co-operation and domination on a large scale are the norm. The first is the concept of money, which in turn grants social power. The is being the idea of a nation state that entails a need to spread and assert dominance. The third is religious beliefs that require their followers to indoctrinate the uninitiated into their religion. This trait is most common in Christianity, Islam and Buddhism, as they are the largest religions to date.


    Chapter Ten: The Scent of Money


    Harari notes that before the invention of money, people traded via barter economy, meaning that they traded goods such as fur for another good such as food or weapons. The monetary system is superior because it avoids any problem with conversion, since it allows people to convert anything to and from money.


    It also will not depreciate, as money is a concept and not a material item such as food or clothes, which can erode over time. People can in turn use this money to store wealth, and it can be more easily transported.


    Money works because of an established trust between peoples in the value of the concept. This trust is maintained because higher powers, such as a state, recognises it to pay for taxes. Trade among nations requires an established currency, such as gold. In the modern world this currency is the American dollar. It possesses value because we have agreed that it does.


    Chapter Eleven: Imperial Visions


    Harari argues that the overall trend in human history is the eventual unification of larger and smaller societies in the form of empire. He goes on to define empire as a political order ruling over a large and diverse populace, meaning that the number of people is not necessarily as important as their ethnic and cultural diversity.


    An empire’s borders are flexible and it requires constant growth and accumulation of land. Building this order requires the slaughter and possible genocide of large populations and the exploitation of subjects such as religion to justify their efforts, all the while claiming that they are being just to their subjects.


    While Harari notes the cruelties of empire, he points out that it is difficult to completely uproot the culture that spawned it


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    PART FOUR: THE SCIENTIFIC REVOLUTION
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