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About Sapiens: A Brief History of Mankind

DID YOU KNOW THAT, a hundred thousand years ago, there were at least six separate species of human beings on Earth? Today, there is only one—homo sapiens. Sapiens by Yuval Harari provides an expansive look at the modern world’s view of the ways human beings have evolved and the catalysts behind the species and cultures we’ve become, all the way from the beginning of mankind to the present day and beyond. Harari combines history and science to provide a unique perspective to the traditional narratives of human development and examines what happened to the other five species of humans and what may ultimately happen to us. 

The book you’re reading right now is not meant to be a substitute for Sapiens: A Brief History of Mankind but, instead, a supplement. We recommend using it to quickly refresh yourself on the key principles found in Harari’s book and to bolster your understanding of the material with the analysis and additional resources we provide.

About Yuval Noah Harari

YUVAL NOAH HARARI IS an Israeli professor of history at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. His specialty is World History and macro-historical processes. He has published numerous books and articles, including Special Operations in the Age of Chivalry; The Ultimate Experience: Battlefield Revelations and the Making of Modern War Culture; “The Concept of ‘Decisive Battles’ in World History”; and “Armchairs, Coffee and Authority: Eye-witnesses and Flesh-witnesses Speak about War.”
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What Happened to the Other Humans?
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AT A POINT NOT REALLY that long ago, humans as we know them today actually shared the planet with several other species of human. These early humans lived similarly to other animals located in the middle of the food chain—scavenging the remains of prey killed by predators at the top of the food chain. The various human species had many common characteristics, including intelligence, hunting skills, and resourcefulness. Why, then, did only one human species (homo sapiens) survive?

Generally, scientists agree that all human species evolved from ape-like creatures who walked upright in Africa some six million years ago. Humans aren’t the only beings who descended from these creatures, but most other descendants are now extinct. The first species now identified as human, known as Homo ergaster, appeared in Africa around two million years ago. Homo ergasters were clever, made tools, and were skillful hunters. They also appear to have been powerful runners, with smooth, mostly hairless bodies. They were the first humans to leave African and travel to Asia. It was in Asia that this species evolved into Homo erectus.

The Homo erectus species soon grew in population and spread over an area ranging from what is now Turkey to what is now China. They lived in small groups as hunters and gatherers and were very mobile. Physically, they were slightly larger in stature and more powerful than Homo sapiens, although otherwise very similar in terms of body shape and build.

Homo sapiens appear to have left Africa some 120,000 years ago. We traveled in small groups, like Homo erectus, and spread out towards Europe and Southeastern Asia. 

It’s not entirely clear why Homo sapiens survived as a species while the other human species became extinct. Scientists theorize that Homo sapiens’ survival can be attributed, in large part, to the size of our brains. The other human species may have been physically larger and stronger than we were, but their brains also appear to have devoted less space to those functions controlling language and speech. Homo sapiens’ brains adapted to devote more space and energy to things like complex planning and communication, which led to the development of more effective and sophisticated tools and weapons, like spears that can be accurately thrown; the ability to trade with others; and the penchant for spreading new ideas among individuals. Homo erectus, on the other hand, appears to have been making and using the same basic tools for more than a million years. 
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Our Closest Extinct Human Relative
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HOMO NEANDERTHALENSIS, commonly known as Neanderthals, are our most recently extinct human relatives. They had oval-shaped skulls with low, receding foreheads and distinct brow ridges. Their bones were thick and strong. They were relatively short and stocky (males averaged 5 foot, 5 inches and 143 pounds and females averaged 5 feet 1 inch and 119 pounds), with thick, short limbs. 

Like H. sapiens, Neanderthals were able to make and use fairly sophisticated tools. They also used fire, built shelters, wore clothing, and were skilled hunters and gatherers. There is even evidence that they created symbolic objects and deliberately buried their dead. 

H. Sapiens and Neanderthals coexisted on the planet for tens of thousands of years. We may never know exactly what change in H. Sapiens’ brains caused them to survive while Neanderthals became extinct. Many researchers theorize, however, that the developing social intelligence of H. sapiens was what ultimately gave them the edge in survival. This aptitude allowed H. sapiens to develop cultures and hierarchies, discuss resources and their competitors, and conspire again Neanderthals and even each other. 
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Agriculture and the Origins of Civilization
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF agriculture appears to have happened largely by chance, rather than being natural or inevitable as many of us might believe. Early humans were hunters and gatherers, and cultivation of plants, in those days, required far more work than hunting and gathering. However, sometime between 8000 and 3500 B.C., many humans began to shift to cultivation of plants and livestock for their subsistence. 

We cannot be certain about when exactly this shift occurred, or why, but scholars believe that the retreat of glaciers after the final Ice Age (around 12,000 B.C.) was part of the reason. The climatic change caused the mass migration of large game animals to new areas, leaving a far smaller supply of game for human hunters in African and Asia. The same climatic changes also caused changes in the growth of the plants on which early humans depended on for food. 

The first people who cultivated plants likely observed them for a long time growing in the wild, then harvested their seeds to experiment with planting and nurturing. Early domesticated animals provided humans with meat, milk, and animal hides. Soon, humans learned how to re-route water, protect livestock from predators, prepare soil for planting, and remove competing weeds. 

However, the large amount of labor required for cultivation of plants and livestock meant that it eventually made sense for humans to live in stationary, larger communities, rather than roaming in small groups. Those communities that adopted agricultural practices continued to grow in numbers and strength. Eventually, the agricultural revolution spread across Africa to Asia and beyond.
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The Development of Language
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NO ONE KNOWS EXACTLY what the language capabilities of early humans were. Some researchers believe that features of bipedalism, which developed in humans’ predecessors around 3.5 million years ago, may have caused changes in the skull that allowed for a vocal tract shaped correctly for vocalization. Other researchers theorize that not even Neanderthals had the correct anatomy for speaking, based on what we know about the position of Neanderthal’s larynx. 

Even if Neanderthals were anatomically capable of speaking, it is unlikely they possessed full use of language. Fossils indicate that Neanderthals’ development of tools remained primitive, even over hundreds of thousands of years. Scientists believe that this indicates that Neanderthals’ brains remained relatively undeveloped, even if they had the physical ability to speak. 

Although no one is exactly certain of the period during which language developed, it is clear that humans’ ability to express themselves played a large role in the fact that H. sapiens survived while other human species did not. H. sapiens were able to use language, in the form of images, words, and sounds, to plan, record information, and communicate. It was these things that helped humans to survive as climates shifted dramatically and resources became scarce.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Rise of Religion
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RELIGIOUS BEHAVIOR in humans emerged sometime during the Neolithic period (10,200 BC to 4500 BC). It is believed that, like so many aspects of human evolution, the development of religion can be attributed at least in part to the enlargement of the human brain some 500,000 years ago. The part of the brain involved in processing higher order cognitive functions is the same part associated with religious beliefs and feelings. This is the part of the brain that grew disproportionately in H. sapiens as opposed to other human species. As humans began to undertake more cognitively complex tasks, we also began to reflect on our own mortality, which led to the development of religious beliefs and communication of those beliefs. 

Religion also developed as part of a dynamic of the larger groups in which humans began to live as a result of the agricultural revolution. All social beings are required to restrain their behavior in some way, and religion and morality provided incentives for humans to do so, thereby making for a more peaceful existence where groups were able to operate under certain rules, share their resources, and work together to protect themselves against threats. 

Many scholars believe that religion played a large role in the development of written language. Symbols have always been key components of religion and eventually became words, which made effective communication of ideas faster and broader. Writing is thought to have first developed in either Ancient Egypt or Sumeria sometime between 2400 and 2300 BC. The first religious texts are also the beginning of official religious history. 

Writing changed the evolution of humans. It made possible the storage and processing of large amounts of information. It allowed religions to develop cohesive doctrines. It brought a degree of objectivity to human knowledge and allowed the exchange and filtering of ideas. 
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The Evolution of Money, Credit, and Capitalism
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MONEY EMERGED IN HUMAN history only in the last three thousand years or so. Before that, any trade was conducted using a system of bartering. Bartering is the direct trade of goods or services. For example, one person might give another person their harvest of wheat if the second person helps the first person skin a cow. Bartering was an inefficient system in general—it was non-uniform and it could take a lot of time and energy before the parties could agree on terms of any given trade. 

Eventually, prehistoric humans developed a system of trade using easily traded goods, like weapons, salt, and animal skins as medium of exchange. 

The first official currency was minted in 600 B.C. by Lydia’s King Alyattes. The coins were made from a mixture of silver and gold and stamped with images. The emergence of these coins allowed Lydia to increase its volume of trade, both internally and externally, making it one of the wealthiest empires in Asia. 

It was the Chinese who first moved from coins to paper money. The Europeans, on the other hand, were still using coins up to around 1600 A.D. Eventually, banks began to use bank notes for depositors and borrowers to carry, instead of the heavier coins. This was one form of paper money but, notably, was issued by private banks rather than the government. The first official paper currency in Europe was actually issued by colonial governments in North America, as a result of cash being scarce since shipments between Europe and the colonies took so long. 

Almost as soon as currency emerged, there also emerged a class of wealthy merchants who began to lend their coins to people in need—with interest. Large loans and loans to sovereigns were generally handled by temples, with individual money lenders handling the rest. The Romans were the first civilization to take banking out of the temples and into their own distinct industry and buildings. Banks began to pop up all over the world, and soon, royals in Europe were taking huge loans from banks to fund wars and arms races. In 1557 Phillip II of Spain caused the world’s first national bankruptcy after he borrowed money to fund several wars.

Credit may be an ancient concept, but in its more modern form, it has allowed for unprecedented growth of wealth (where, before, wealth was balanced by gains and losses). This made it possible for some people to expand their businesses at an incredible rate, rather than constantly competing for their share, resulting in changing economic patterns. 
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The End of H. Sapiens?
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H. SAPIENS have come a long way in the last several thousand years. Today, technology has completely changed the way we live, work, and relate to each other. Technological development has made the species almost unrecognizable to those early humans discussed at the beginning of this summary. 

The speed of technological developments during the last hundred years of so has been even more remarkable. Communications technologies make it possible to communicate instantly with people on the other side of the world. Cars get us places at amazing speeds and then, incredibly, begin to drive themselves. Spaceships take us into outer space. 

In terms of the evolution of humankind, technology seems to be overtaking our natural abilities to adapt and evolve to new environments. What does this mean for us as a species? Well, it’s feasible that technology could take evolution’s place at some point in the near future. In other words, an imminent biotechnological revolution may spell out the end of H. sapiens. We will at this time be replaced by (or become one with) bioengineered post-humans or cyborgs, capable of living forever.

This won’t happen for all of humankind, at least not right away. At first, it will be only the wealthy humans who will become cyborgs, sometime in the next 200 years. These humans will gradually merge with technology, like computers and smart phones. This is the natural progression of human development, based on the fact that we as a species are driven by dissatisfaction and the need to constantly “upgrade” ourselves. 

We won’t become robots, but, rather, through either biological manipulation or genetic engineering, beings that are part organic and part non-organic. 

However, because this “cyborg” technology will be mostly restricted to the wealthiest, its use will widen the already huge gap between wealthy humans and poor humans. It would effectively mean that the rich are able to live forever, while the poor become extinct.
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Analysis and Discussion
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THE MOST INTERESTING aspect of Harari’s writing is the way he draws on the research and evidence to show how human evolution has affected the way we as a species experience and communicate happiness. He points out that happiness, on a daily level, seems to have little to do with money or material wealth. He uses this fact to suggest, interestingly, that humans today may very well be less happy than the humans who lived 15,000 years ago.

This book, overall, is an incredible read. Harari speeds from subject to subject, zipping through literally millions of years of human history, dwelling on those topics that seem to grab his attention, and gradually painting an intricate image of who we are as a species (basically, very successful monkeys). He has a somewhat cynical view of H. sapiens—somehow, through a combination of evolutionary luck and ingenuity, we managed to enslave all other species and bend the planet to our own will. We came to power quickly and somewhat violently and continue to grab power and resources even to this day. Yet everything we know, according to Harari, is a myth. Justice is a myth. Human rights are myths. Money is simply a myth.

Harari’s take on the future of the species is also fascinating. He notes that the merging of human bodies with computers is not something that will happen hundreds of years from now. It’s happening right now. Even today, so much of our reality exists in or through computers. Soon, he predicts, we will see actual physical and biological changes in the human form, for the first time in recorded history.

This book is a book about big ideas. Its focus is so broad that it covers all of known human history, and even the unknown, hundreds of years in the future. If you found this preview of the book to be interesting, we highly recommend that you read the original book in its entirety. Harari’s style of writing is clear, concise, and engaging. He presents his ideas somewhat stoically, but with no trace of aloofness or condescension. The book is based on an introductory course on world history he taught, one which none of his senior colleagues was interested in teaching. Interestingly, the book was rejected for publication by nearly every major publisher in Israel. Since publication, however, it has been a runaway success around the world.
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Additional Resources
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Articles

	Timeline of human evolution

	Top 10 Mysteries of the First Humans
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	Part Human, Part Machine, Cyborgs Are Becoming A Reality

	What Makes Humans Different? Fiction and Cooperation


Videos

	What explains the rise of humans?

	The Future of Religion in the 21st Century
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	Revisiting A 'Brief History Of Humankind'
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The Power of Now by Eckhart Tolle: Your Quick and Simple Summary and Analysis

Inside this SpeedReader Summary of The Power of Now by Eckhart Tolle, you’ll find:
	An introduction to the main concepts of The Power of Now by Eckhart Tolle
	Time-saving chapter summaries
	Analysis and Commentary
	A guide to additional resources, including helpful articles, books, podcasts, and videos


About The Power of Now by Eckhart Tolle

Eckhart Tolle’s powerful book introduces readers to the state of enlightenment and to the main barrier to enlightenment: the mind and, more specifically, the ego. He leads readers on a spiritual journey to discover their most true spiritual self, shows them how to live a life free of pain and negativity, and teaches them how to connect with the essence of their own being.

Please note that this summary of The Power of Now by Eckhart Tolle is NOT the original book and is meant to be read as a supplement to the original. 

About SpeedReader Summaries

Thanks so much for your interest in SpeedReader Summaries! We strive to save what is your most precious and limited resource--time.

Do you ever feel like you just want your favorite non-fiction books to get to the point? Are you tired of wasting time weeding through fluff and anecdotes to get to the meat of the material?

SpeedReader Summaries carefully distill and analyze the key points of your favorite books and provide additional commentary and resources to supplement your understanding of the material. Inside every SpeedReader summary, you’ll find a thirty-second overall summary of the book, brief summaries of the key points of each chapter, a custom analysis, and additional resources like discussion questions, relevant articles, other books, and even quizzes.

At SpeedReader Summaries, bringing you maximum benefit in minimum time is our main objective!
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