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The primacy of science—that is, of the mod-
ern physical and biological sciences, and their
spillover into the social sciences—is the first
article of faith for progressives... Harati is so
committed to a scientific view of human his-
tory that he never seems to question whether
a method invented to understand and master
nature is really suited to understanding fully the
nature of man himself, and whether man is the
same kind of object as many of the others that
science studies
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Just as people were never created, neither, ac-
cording to the science of biology, is there a ‘Cre-
ator’ who ‘endows’ them with anything, There is
only a blind evolutionary process, devoid of any
purpose, leading to the birth of individuals.
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It seems to me absurd to doubt that a man
may be an ardent Theist & an evolutionist. ...
What my own views may be is a question of no
consequence to any one except myself. ... In
my most extreme fluctuations I have neverbeen
an atheist in the sense of denying the existence
of a God. I think that generally (& more and
mote so as I grow older) but not always, that an
agnostic would be the most correct description
of my state of mind.
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For some people, Newtonian theory and
Darwinian theory suggest that there is no God.
However, this is not what those theories say. It
is a philosophical interpretation that requires
additional premises... we should not be aston-
ished, when we discuss science, to find that we
are actually doing philosophy.
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Such profoundly oracular—and controver-
sial—utterances [by these celebrity scientists]
are what give popular science writing much of
its excitement, but such statements are not sci-
entific statements at all. They are philosophi-
cal and theological claims cloaked in scientific
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thetoric, presented on the concluding pages of
highly literate books that masterfully open sci-
ence to broad audiences. But these grand now-
here-is-the-point conclusions articulate the per-
sonal worldviews of the scientists making the
claims, not the implications of the discussion
that has preceded them, and certainly not the
consensus of the scientific community.
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Il [Hlomo sapiens and human culture [are not|
exempt fom biological laws. We are still animals,
and our physical, emotional and cognitive abil-
ities are still shaped by our DNA. Our socie-
| ties are built from the same building blocks as
Neanderthal or chimpanzee societies, and the
more we examine these building blocks - sen-
sations, emotions, family ties - the less differ-
ence we find between us and other apes. It is,
however, a mistake to look for the differences
at the level of the individual or the family. One
on one, even ten on ten, we are embarrassingly
similar to chimpanzees.
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No animal species other than humans has
been observed to have anything even vaguely
resembling [social institutions|

wdie, A WO WA @I AT A 5=
S AarEld e @l TR =

e 2R W@ FEE SNiTE S SnE - |
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8% S19 2I%E1 3271 et ol | fofel T (o). 2v):

Our relationship with the chimpanzee is in
need of drastic revision. It has become dys-
functional thanks to a staple diet of popular sci-
ence articles and television programmes about
chimps, and the other great apes, which take a
simplistic view of the science available to us and
use it to stress their ‘extraordinary’ similarity to
us, in terms of both genetics and cognition, of-
ten with the active connivance of senior figures
in the wortld of primatology, who should know
better... The cuddlesome ‘chimps are us’ image
is as misguided, wrong, and morally and intel-
lectually bankrupt ... and are now, thankfully,
consigned to the dustbin
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Having so recently been one of the under-
dogs of the savannah, we are full of fears and
anxieties over our position, which makes us
doubly cruel and dangerous. Many historical
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calamities, from deadly wars to ecological ca-
tastrophes, have resulted from this over-hasty
jump.
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No, we're not full of fears and anxieties about

our position in the food chain, and never have
been, because a species is not a person who can
remember things like having been the underdog
of the savannah tens of millennia in the past.
Knowledge of our life on the savannah has only
been vaguely reconstructed by archacologists
and anthropologists in modern times. '
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There are no gods in the universe, no nations,
no money, no human rights, no laws, and no jus-
tice outside the common imagination of human
beings... Equally, there are no such things as
rights in biology. There are only organs, abilities
and characteristics. Birds fly not because they
have a right to fly, but because they have wings.

oie, TET FEAR AR TR0 B, wifs,
uq, VIR, ST 8 TE @ G2 3.
GRS GRS Sl SR @cs 5y 13, wy
1%, M- w1 @afER Tl Svalk SRR qEE
a1 MR ST A, TR T R A0 Ol Sue )

08'



tafeswin Fitafaey

PAS[ETIA I 1809 64 i el 2R QA &
v SR (@02 e ©f 2@ @R e 4t
Tferelq SFREg Todi%| & TSN (AToPOI (HIT! BT
g (713, IR T 5 | SICE! I FE T (I
TR @3 AR, SNBEE WP € T R
743 Frie, SEel| o0 iRl @R g Hiowel
@ el 4I%q SBGEE (moral realism) SPTSI FCH
(SIE W3 Sl TR SHAICE e am (Rl TRl
(w1ifs=r) wiiRs 2T SACateT SR qere

[Aln evolutionary self-understanding would
almost certainly require us to give up moral re-
alism—the natural conviction that our moral
Il judgments are true or false independent of our
beliefs. Evolutionary naturalism implies that we
shouldn’t take any of our convictions seriously,
including the scientific world picture on which
|| evolutionary naturalism itself depends.
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[E]volutionary explanations ... run the risk
of becoming exercises in storytelling—just-so
stories without Kipling’s wit. After all, recon-
structing the actual history of the ethical pro-
ject, from its beginnings to the present, is plain-
ly beyond the evidence available—and probably
beyond the evidence anyone could ever hope to
I obtain
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[E]volutionary psychology is, nevertheless, a
largely bankrupt approach to understanding human
behaviour... Evolutionary psychology can be seen
as a failed imperialistic adventure from evolution-
ary biology.
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The last 300 years are ofen depicted as an age
of growing secularism, in which religions have
increasingly lost their importance. If we are talk-
ing about theist religions, this is largely correct.
But if we take into consideration natural-law re-
ligions, then modernity turns out to be an age of
intense religious fervour, unparalleled mission-
ary efforts, and the bloodiest wars of religion
in history. The modern age has witnessed the
tise of a number of new natural-law religions,
such as liberalism, Communism, capitalism, na-
tionalism and Nazism. Tese creeds do not like
to be called religions, and refer to themselves as
ideologies. But this is just a semantic exercise. If
a religion is a system of human norms and val-
ues that is founded on belief in a superhuman
order, then Soviet Communism was no less a
religion than Islam.
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The appearance of new ways of thinking and
communicating, between 70,000 and 30,000
years ago, constitutes the Cognitive Revolution.
What caused it? We’re not sure. The most com-
monly believed theory argues that accidental
genetic mutations changed the inner wiring of
the brains of Sapiens, enabling them to think in
unprecedented ways and to communicate using
an altogether new type of language. We might
call it the Tree of Knowledge mutation.
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Our language evolved as a way of gossiping
I According to this theory Homo sapiens is pri-
marily a social animal... The new linguistic skills
that modern Sapiens acquired about seventy
millennia ago enabled them to gossip for hours
on end. Reliable information about who could
I be trusted meant that small bands could expand
into larger bands, and Sapiens could develop
tighter and mote sophisticated types of coop-
eration.
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Social theories of language evolution empha-
size the fact that language is, first and foremost,
a form of social behavior... Yet social theories of
language evolution all suffer from the same ex-

planatory gap. Specifically, the question is how
I meaningless vocalizations could have evolved
into utterances with not only meaning but also
complex structure. Even the “sweet nothings”
that lovers whisper to each other usually come
in the form of complete sentences. The gos-
sip-as-grooming hypothesis has an even larger
gap to explain, namely the transition from phys-
ical grooming to vocal interaction.
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The writing swept me away, his imagination
flows and is fascinating, but then I came to the
part in which he describes the birth of human
I language as sitting around the campfire and I
was very disappointed. I put the book aside and
for a long time I didn’t return to reading it. The
human language was not created as a need for
l| gossip. This is a statement that is approptiate
for someone who sat for too long in the cafete-
tia. Harari takes hypotheses and presents them
as facts. It is appropriate for a storyteller but not
|| a historian.
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[T]he truly unique feature of our language
is ... the ability to transmit information about

gy |



fqetq suyh

things that do not exist at all. As far as we know,
only Sapiens can talk about entire kinds of
entities that they have never seen, touched or
smelled... if you spend hours praying to non-ex-
isting guardian spitits, aren’t you wasting pre-
cious time, time better spent foraging, fighting
and fornicating? But fiction has enabled us not
merely to imagine things, but to do so collec-
tivel. We can weave common myths such as the
biblical creation story, the Dreamtime myths
of Aboriginal Australians, and the nationalist
myths of Tnodern states. Such myths give Sapi-
ens the unprecedented ability to cooperate flex-

ibly in large numbers.
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l If Harari’s test of reality is only what we can

see, touch, or smell then mathematics, like truth,
should also be a prime example of fiction... And
if mathematics is fiction, then so is the whole
of science including the theory of relativity and
Darwinian evolution, which Harari would find
very embarrassing indeed because he loves sci-
ence. He is just in a philosophical muddle that
confuses what is material with what is real, and
{| what is immaterial with fiction. But the oppo-
site of fiction is not what is material but what
is true, and what is fictional and what is true
can both only exist in the immaterial wotld of
|| thought.
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These long millennia may have witnessed
wars and revolutions, ecstatic religious move-
ments, profound philosophical theories, incom-
parable artistic masterpieces... The foragers may
have had their all-conquering Napoleons who
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ruled empires half the size of Luxembourg;
gifted Beethovens who lacked symphony or-
chestras but brought people to tears with the
sound of their bamboo flutes” and so on.
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Unfortunately, Harari not only knows very
little about tribal societies but seems to have
read almost nothing on the literature on state
formation either
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When the Agricultural Revolution opened
opportunities for the creation of crowded cit-
ies and mighty empires, people invented stories
about great gods, motherlands and joint stock
companies to provide the needed social links.
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The idea of people ‘inventing’ religious be-
liefs to ‘provide the needed social links’ comes
out of the same rationalist stable as the claim
that kings invented religious beliefs to justify
their oppression of their subjects and that cap-
italists did the same to justify their exploitation
of their workers. Religious belief simply doesn’t
work like that.
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When animism was the dominant belief sys-
tem, human norms and vaues had to take into
consideration the outlook and interests of a
multitude of other beings, such as animals,
plants, fairies and ghosts ... The Agricultur-
al Revolution initially had a far smaller impact
on the status of other members of the aninlist
system, such as rocks, springs, ghosts and de-
mons. However, these too gradually lost status
in favour of the new gods ... With time some
followers of polytheist gods became so fond
of their particular patron that they drifted away
from the basic polytheist insight. They began
to believe that their god was the only god, and
that He was in fact the supreme power of the
universe.
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This is amateurish speculation, and Harari
does not even seem to have heard of the Axial
Age. This is the term applied by historians to the
pertiod of social turmoil that occurred during the
first millennium BC across Eurasia, of political
instability, warfare, increased commerce and the
appearance of coinage, and urbanization, that
in vatious ways eroded traditional social values
and social bonds. The search for meaning led to
a new breed of thinkers, prophets and philos-
ophers who searched for a more transcendent
and universal authority on how we should live
and gain tranquility of mind, that went beyond .
the limits of their own society and traditions,
and beyond purely material prosperity. People
developed a much more articulate awarencss of

the mind and the self than hitherto, and also *

rejected the old pagan values of wortldly success
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The discovery of America was the founda-
tional event of the Scientific Revolution. It not
only taught Furopeans to favour present ob-
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servations over past traditions, but the desire
to conquer America also obliged Europeans to
search for new kowledge at breakneck speed. If
they really wanted to control the vast new ter-
ritories, they had to gather enormous amounts

of new data about the geography, climate, flo- 1
ra, fauna, languages, cultures and history of the |
new continent. Christian Scriptures, old geog- |
raphy books and ancient oral traditions were of 1

little help.
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¥[if* e ©1F The Scientific Revolution (University of Chi-
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There was no such thing as the Scientific Revo-
lution
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olution of knowledge. It has been above all a
revolution of ignorance. The great discovery
that launched the Scientific Revolution was the
discovery that humans do not know the answers
| to their most important questions. Pre-modetrn

traditions of knowledge such as Islam, Chris-
tianity, Buddhism and Confucianism asserted

I The Scientific Revolution has not been a rev-
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that everything that is important to know about
the world was already known ... It was incon-
ceivable that the Bible, the Qut’an or the Vedas
were missing out on a crucial secret of the uni-
verse—a secret that might yet be discovered by
flesh-and-blood creatures
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[TThe scientific revolution of the Abbasids
would not have taken place if it were not for
Islam, in contrast to the spread of Christianity
over the preceding centuries, which had nothing
like the same effect in stimulating and encourag-
|l ing original scientific thinking,
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Hews Front Page The 'first true scientist'

¥
i“ By Professor Jim Al-Khalili
it i . f )

University of Surrey
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Americas Isaac Newton is, as most

Asia:Banflo will agree, the greatest

£urops physicist of all time.

Middle East

South Asia At the very least, he is the

UK undisputed father of modern

Business optics, or so we are told at

Health school where o'~ textbooks

EXETEE M abound with his famous

Tectinbiond experiments with lenses and
Entertainment 3§ §
prisms, his study of the
Also in the news _ g
nature of light and its
Video s Aliio reflection, and the refraction
Programmes and decomposition of light
Have Your Say into the colours of the An artist's Impression of al-Hassan Ibn al-
Haythal
In Pictures rainbow. il

Country Profiles ¢
Yet, the truth is rather greyer; and | feel it important to point

out that, certainly In the field of optics, Newton himself
stood on the shoulders of a giant who lived 700 years

Special Reports

Related BBC sites

Sport ;

Weather earlier.

On This Day . g )

Editors' Blog For, without doubt, another great physicist, who is worthy
BBC World Service of ranking up alongside Newton, is a scientist born in AD

965 in what is now Iraq who went by the name of al-
Hassan Ibn al-Haytham.

Most people in the West will never have even heard of him.
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Throughout the book there is also a strange
vacillation between hard-nosed Darwinism and
egalitarian sentiment... But a consistent Dar-
winist should surely rejoice to see such a fine
demonstration of the survival of the fittest,
l with other species cither decimated or subject-
ed to human rule, and the poor regularly ground

under foot in the struggle for survival.
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[I]t does not contain much actual history.
Rather, it is a speculative reconstruction of hu-
man evolution, supplemented by the authot’s
thoughts on recorded history and the human
condition. The book is fundamentally unserious
and undeserving of the wide acclaim and atten-
tion it has been receiving
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Sapiens. A brief history of humankind is full
of interesting and stimulating ideas, but inev-
itably as a global history it suffers from many
important omissions due to a Eurocentric and
indeed Anglocentric and Zionocentric outlook.
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Summing up the book as a whole, one has
often had to point out how surprisingly little he
[Harari] seems to have read on quite a number of
essential topics. It would be fair to say that when-
ever his facts are broadly correct they are not new,
and whenever he tries to strike out on his own
he often gets things wrong, sometimes setiously.



Tiisitefisme i

So we should not judge Sapiens as a serious con-
tribution to knowledge but as “infotainment, a
publishing event to titillate its readers by a wild
intellectual ride across the landscape of history,
dotted with sensational displays of speculation,
and ending with blood-curdling predictions
about human destiny. By these criteria it is a
most successful book.”
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[TThe attractive features of the book are
overwhelmed by carelessness, exaggeration and
sensationalism... There’s a kind of vandalism in
Harari’s sweeping judgments, his recklessness
about causal connections, his hyper-Procruste-
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|| an stretchings and loppings of the data.
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I “Sapiens” reminded me occasionally of a
discussions on Reddit, where users sound off
about supposed iron laws of history. This book
is what these Reddit threads would be like if
l they were written not by adolescent autodidacts
but by learned academics with impish senses of
humor.
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