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Sapiens, Yuval Noah Harari 

His TED Talk 

 

Summary 

If you find yourself asking why, this is the perfect book for you. It starts from the beginning of history 

and sequentially brings you through the development of humanity to help answer this question.  

 

My Takeaway 

As someone who always finds myself trying to drill to the deepest level, this book was amazing. From 

understanding our current political climate, to our economy, to religion, this book gives a phenomenal 

foundation for this quest.  

 

Lesson 1: Reality 

The author teaches us how the way people have seen the world has taken many different forms. What 

people have seen as truth, things like religion or social norms, have changed throughout time ever since 

our cognitive revolution. Post cognitive revolution, we formed the ability to create fiction. This fiction 

was resembled in the formations of corporations or religions. While biology such as our heart beating, or 

our nerves reacting to stimuli are undeniable truths, the idea of a corporation or a religion is formed 

through belief. These beliefs were formed to advance lesson 2 and lesson 3.  

“Ever since the Cognitive Revolution, Sapiens have thus been living in a dual 

reality. On the one hand, the objective reality of rivers, trees and lions; and on 

the other hand, the imagined reality of gods, nations and corporations. As time 

went by, the imagined reality became ever more powerful, so that today the 

very survival of rivers, tress and lions depends on the grace of imagined entities 

such as the United States and Google.” 

 

Lesson 2: Thought Advantage 

As a species our competitive advantage is the capacity for thought. For example, whereas other species 

could think in current frames, homo-sapiens mastered thinking in the future. For example, whereas a 
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lion can understand his current surroundings and adjust, homo-sapiens could apply learning to adjust 

for the future environment. This allowed us hunting techniques that outsmarted rather than 

outmuscled.  

 

Lesson 3: Cooperating Effectively 

This superior thought process shows us the driving force of humanity, cooperating effectively. 

Throughout history, the primary pattern is human civilization trying to cooperate effectively. We’ve 

adapted many processes such as norms and morals to accomplish this.  

 

Lesson 4: Agricultural Revolution 

The agricultural revolution is when we shifted from hunters/gatherers to farming. Although it seemed 

like an easier existence, in reality it brought on many hardships we didn’t foresee. In an extreme light, 

the author says, “Humanity’s search for an easier life released immense forces of change that 

transformed the world in ways nobody envisioned or wanted.” He also says, “collective power and 

ostensible success of our species went hand in hand with much individual suffering”. 

This shift results in many changes, but one glaring change was a new concept of the future. While 

hunters/gathers followed a just-in-time existence, farming allowed hard work to result in pleasure 

later…or so we thought. What ended up happening was this concept ended up leading to unforeseen 

challenges. As the author says, “luxuries tend to become necessities and to spawn new obligations”.  

He uses email as an example. Email’s allowed us to not have to drive to the post office or physically 

transport mail. However, in general this has created unforeseen communication requirements like 

answering while on vacation. What meant to simplify communication only made us spend more time on 

it.   

This hardship is also reflected in the hours we currently work. Hunters/gatherers used to work only 35-

45 hours per week. Reflect that with now.  

 

Lesson 5: The Consistency Trap 

The lesson above shows how we’ve pursued throughout history to create an “easier” existence. This 

concept of easier revolves around the idea of consistency. However, consistency is toxic. As the author 

says, “Consistency is the playground of dull minds”. 

 

 

Lesson 6: Power & the Alpha 

This point will touch a nerve for 99% of people. Surplus from farming necessitated powers to organize 

this surplus. Hunters/gatherers didn’t need a central force to “lead” and organize since it was an 
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interdependent society, and this meant things were relatively equal. However, with a tangible value in 

agriculture, and one that surpassed what everyone needed, a force was needed to organize this now 

inequality in resources. These forces became the Kings and top of the pyramid.  

These tops of the pyramid were those in power. When we think power in current day we think “alpha”. 

We think masculine qualities such as strength, decisiveness, etc. This author forces us to take a different 

look at alpha as those who can form groups to rally behind them. Things like looks and strength may 

help to influence people, but they weren’t the reason for a person to be in power. Instead it came down 

to being able to organize people and get them to do what you want.  

He used the example of armies and bureaucrats, saying these were two choices for people to join. Those 

in the army were physically strong, while those in the bureaucrat were physically weak. However, those 

in bureaucratic positions were the one’s able to influence people and gain power. They used those 

physically strong to do what they wanted. Because of this, the author tells us that the intelligent ones 

didn’t join the army, they found areas they could best influence. For example, if leading bureaucrats 

were to join the army they’d be the generals. 

I know this may hit a nerve in people. But we must look at this not by saying there’s a “right” answer, 

but instead realizing this is simply a pattern the author noticed.   

 

Lesson 7: Money 

The agricultural revolution spurred need for currency. The hunter/gather JIT economy ran off favors and 

obligations, but just as a now surplus based economy spurred the need for bureaucratic control, it also 

needed a way to measure and allocate this surplus.    

This surplus wasn’t just in the structure of value, but also in the actual work people did. With the rise of 

cities and kingdoms, the rise in populations allowed people to specialize, thus raising the question how 

do you manage the exchanging of goods between specialists? 

This is where money came in, to replace the trust of the hunter/gatherer society with some form of 

medium. The author tells us, “Money is accordingly a system of mutual trust, and not just any system of 

mutual trust: money is the most universal and most efficient system of mutual trust ever devised”. He 

tells us, “Money is anything that people are willing to use in order to represent systematically the value 

of other things for the purpose of exchanging goods and services. Money enables people to compare 

quickly and easily the value of different commodities, to easily exchange one thing for another, and to 

store wealth conveniently”.  

This median was first formed through Sumerian Barley Money around 3,000 BC. It was practical and held 

high utility. However, it wasn’t efficient in carrying out money’s true purpose, converting, storing, and 

transporting value.  

Instead we created mint, coins. This mint was the medium of trust, and in an inspiring statement the 

author concludes by saying, “Money is also the apogee of human tolerance. Money is more open-

minded than language, state laws, cultural codes, religious beliefs and social habits. Money is the only 

trust system created by humans that can bridge almost any cultural gap, and that does not discriminate 
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on the basis of religion, gender, race, age or sexual orientation. Thanks to money, even people who 

don’t know each other and don’t trust each other can nevertheless cooperate effectively”.  

 

Lesson 8: Humility 

The author calls the Scientific Revolution NOT a revolution of knowledge, but of “ignorance”. He means 

that the driver of the scientific revolution was admitting we don’t know everything. This means that “no 

concept, idea or theory is sacred and beyond challenge”. He also tells us the base of knowledge is in the 

ability to admit you don’t know.  

“Modern science is based on the Latin injunction ignoramus – ‘we do not know’.” 

 

Lesson 9: The Evil of Empathy  

By no means is that any justification WHATSOEVER of colonization.  

We all know the saying the sun never sets on the British Empire. But the author points to this ability of 

Britain to colonize to be driven by their understanding of the cultures they colonized. He points 

specifically to how British officers in India had to attend 3 years of college in a Calcutta College.  

The takeaway outside of such horrible monstrosities is that the ability to mobilize and influence people 

comes down to understanding them better than you understand yourself.  

 

Lesson 10: Credit: Trust in the Future 

Credit is simply the belief and trust in a better future.  

“People agreed to represent imaginary goods – goods that do not exist in the 

present – with a special kind of money they called ‘credit’. Credit enables us to 

build the present at the expense of the future. It’s founded on the assumption 

that our future resources are sure to be far more abundant than our present 

resources. A host of new and wonderful opportunities open up if we can build 

things in the present using future income.” 

 

  

Lesson 11: Capital and Wealth 

The success of capitalism is contingent on capital, NOT wealth.  

Capital: “Money, goods and resources that are invested in production”. 

Wealth: “Buried in the ground or wasted on unproductive activities”. 
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Lesson 12: FUN FACT – Wall Street  

In order to control trade on the Hudson River, the Dutch West Indies Company (WIC) built a settlement 

called New Amsterdam on an island at the rivers mouth. After the British repeatedly attacked then took 

over this section, they named it New York, and the remains of the wall built by the WIC paved today’s 

most famous street – Wall Street. Yes, Wall Street was built by the Dutch.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lesson 13: The Real Machine Age 

Up until the first Industrial Revolution, all industry was limited to human output. That is until we realized 

the potential conversion of heat to motion. Think the bubbles when boiling water. As the steam expands 

from this, it moves a piston, and anything connected to this piston now moves from heat instead of a 

human. This exact process then fueled the steam engine, which then propelled trains, machines, 

anything that needed motion.   

 

 

 

 

 

 Like What You See? To learn more check 

this out! 
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