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Evaluation 

This volume summarizes new evolutionary and cultural findings based on modern genetics and 

neuroscience. I do not know of any other attempt to use new findings on the origins of humans 

based on DNA studies, together with new conceptions of the plasticity of brain networks based on 

modern imaging and neuroscience studies, to examine the human condition in light of the threats 

of extinction due to climate change or nuclear war. 

 

Brief Review of Chapters 

What does it really mean to descend from apes? This volume uses modern technology through 

which to view our ancestry, Prof. Colombo seeks answers to how our evolved brains, rewired by 

language and culture, have equipped us to face the ecological threats to human survival. 

 

The first chapter examines the meaning of sharing 96-99% of our genes with chimpanzees and 47% 

with fruit flies. The divergence of chimps from humans is too brief to make a certainty of 

classification into separate species, we both maintain evidence of our common evolution, while also 

occupying social niches which act to support separation. Colombo traces these fascinating events 

including genetic variations and how the gut influences brain development. 

 

Control of gene expression is one influence the environment has on the genome, and is the subject 

of Chapter 2. Colombo views the human as a creature influenced by the clash of tectonic plates of 

neurobiology and culture. We are honed by culture so as not to be as similar to chimps as the 96-

99% common genes would imply. 

 

Chapter 3 and 4. Imaging shows that brain association areas differ the most between chimps and 

humans, but sensory and motor and emotional areas are more similar. In particular we share with 

other primates the mechanisms of reward and of pain. 

 

Chapter 5 Shows how experience works to produce complex emotions which underlie our 

understanding and feelings of empathy for others. It discusses the role of education and public 

policy in influencing the configuration of the brain. 

 

In Chapter 6 Colombo introduces the specific role of poverty. He places poverty within the general 

aspects of cooperation and competition for dominance in animals.  In humans he discusses the 

tendency of the privileged to obtain dominance by the organization of a hierarchical society. 

 

In Chapter 7-9 Colombo discusses the origin of beliefs, its evolution history and the specific cases of 

religion and the supernatural. 



 

Chapter 8 introduces the idea that current religion represents a stage akin to adolescence in which 

fear is reduced and our animal tendencies held in check by a collective belief in the supernatural. 

 

Chapter 9 extends the argument from religion to supernatural beliefs in general and considers their 

origin from altered states of consciousness such as dreams, hallucinations or trances whether 

induced by drugs, REM sleep or collective rituals. 

 

Colombo argues for the importance of recognizing the essential biological and genetic character of 

our animal inheritance, but this can be shaped and controlled by the exercise of culturally developed 

reasoning. For this more hopeful future Colombo argues that educational and public policies must 

support knowledge and the exercise of imagination and divergent thinking within a society that 

creates equity in social construction in order to support optimization of the individual. 

 

A summary of his views are outlined in Chapter 10. This chapter attempts to provide a hopeful 

perspective for humans. 
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