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About the Book


Offering a dazzling insight into what gives meaning to our life and to us as a species, famous names and influential thinkers answer the question: What Makes Us Human?


What makes us human? From Carlo Rovelli on the particles of dust that make us, to Caitlin Moran on the joy of Friday nights, and A C Grayling on how we express ourselves through culture: this illuminating book shares over 130 mind-expanding answers to that question.


We all want to understand our place in the universe and find a sense of purpose in the life. This book will help the reader navigate that journey with the help of leading names from the worlds of literature, history, philosophy, politics, sport, comedy and popular culture.


Originally broadcast as a popular feature on the Jeremy Vine Show, What Makes Us Human? includes short essays from: Andrew Marr, Carlo Rovelli, Marian Keyes, Alain de Botton, Robert Webb, Richard Dawkins, Stephen Fry, and many more.









FOREWORD


JEREMY VINE


Born in 1965 in Epsom, Jeremy Vine is one of the UK’s leading broadcasters. He presents The Jeremy Vine Show on BBC Radio 2: it is the nation’s most popular current affairs programme and includes the weekly ‘What Makes Us Human?’ feature, inviting different guests to share their response to that question.


I picked up the scissors, carefully lifted the corner of the page and cut a line from the paper’s edge to the first word of the letter: ‘SIR — .’


This, I thought, is one I want to keep.


That day’s copy of the Daily Telegraph was in my hands. The letter was from one of their readers, David Lavelle in Coneythorpe. The Yorkshireman described how he had been helping his teenage daughter with some homework when his wife texted him.


‘What do you want from life?’ her text read.


Brilliant! Mrs Lavelle’s question – sent during a shopping trip – was so unusual, so different from the everyday messages we all send each other about errands or office gossip, that David and his daughter were jolted from the ordinary. They set the homework aside to consider a proper response. ‘We debated various answers – wealth, fulfilment, love, all three,’ he wrote to the paper.


If there was a trigger for Radio 2’s ‘What Makes Us Human?’, the feature that first appeared on my programme in 2013, with Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks as the debut guest, it was our search for what we might call the Mrs Lavelle Question. Something to jolt us from our own everyday ordinaries. We sense – don’t we? – that all of us tend to spend decades avoiding the hardest questions because the easiest seem so much more pressing. At the weekend, for example, I texted my wife ‘Do we have carrots?’, because the question ‘Do we have a caring relationship where we respect each other and the sex is still good?’ just seemed too much for a Saturday.


Life is chock-full of mundane questions, a news programme even more so. Since I began presenting my midday show on BBC Radio 2 on 6 January 2003 – the opening salvo was ‘Is some rap music too rude?’ – I feel I have made enquiries into almost every subject. ‘Are you someone who likes to walk around barefoot?’, ‘Should car dashboards be fitted with breathalysers?’, ‘Do you miss pick-your-own-fruit?’, ‘Have you ever been locked inside a building?’ and so on. And on.


Yet it is possible to read the entire list back – ‘Is bread bad for ducks?’ was a particular favourite – and realise that we had found out everything and learned nothing. We needed a Mrs Lavelle Question.


Perhaps we could also take a leaf from the book of Bethany McLean? In March 2001, the young financial journalist looked at the rocketing share price of an American energy company called Enron and refused to accept the assurance of a Goldman Sachs investment expert that the firm was worth far more than all its competitors because, ‘like Michael Jordan’, the supreme basketball player, the firm's success could not simply be analysed using a mathematical formula. Bethany disagreed. But, in response to her enquiries, Enron, which was reporting dramatically increased profits quarter-on-quarter, simply showered her with detailed information. She was sent pages and pages of numbers and might easily have given up.


Instead she formulated a question that was breathtaking in its simplicity: ‘How does Enron make its money?’


The response from the company was suspiciously brutal. The CEO Jeffrey Skilling said her question was ‘off-base’ and she was unethical. They demanded a meeting – the Chief Financial Officer Andrew Fastow flew to New York to explain to McLean and her editors why the question could not be answered. But Bethany McLean persisted. How does Enron make its money? Gradually, it became clear the corporation had no answer. Her resulting article in Vanity Fair was headlined ‘Is Enron Overpriced?’ and caused the company, still one of the most valuable in the world on paper, to collapse. On 2 December 2001, Enron declared bankruptcy. It emerged that Skilling had earned $132m in a single year. He and Fastow were jailed.


It all came back to that single, six-word question. And maybe to the fear we all have, that if we suddenly ask the biggest questions – ‘How does Enron make its money?’, ‘What do you want from life?’, ‘What is the point of any of us being here?’ – we will, ourselves, face total collapse. A psychiatrist once told me he wondered if his depressed patients were the only ones who saw life clearly – if it was just serotonin and the Rolling Stones that stopped the rest of us from realising there is no point in existing. ‘Why do we bother, Fawlty?’ the major asks Basil in Fawlty Towers. ‘Didn’t know you did, major,’ comes the nihilistic reply.


Yet we are all different. In the TV show Catastrophe, the strangely intense Chris (played by Mark Bonnar) takes Rob Delaney’s character to one side. Rob has been waxing lyrical about becoming a father. Chris gives him the following bug-eyed warning: ‘I saw my son coming out and it was a f***ing warzone. You see a little troll tobogganing out of your wife’s snatch on a wave of turds, and part of you will hold her responsible.’ It is their first meeting. If asked, I am not sure Chris would say anything makes us human at all.


However, if Mrs Lavelle is reading this, she may be feeling embarrassed. The reason her husband wrote to the Telegraph, you see, is because of the second text she sent. The first had asked ‘What do you want from life?’ and was ground-breaking. But the letter I was cutting from the newspaper did not finish there. Soon after husband and daughter had got stuck into their fascinating discussion about fulfilment, money and love, his phone pinged again. The first question had been a victim of predictive text, explained Mrs Lavelle. ‘I meant to ask What do you want from Lidl?’


And so we stick to carrots. All of us, never looking up from the bottom drawer of the fridge. We ask about ducks and rap music. We argue about nothing – I tweeted a carefree picture of me on my bicycle and the first reply was something like ‘SCUM IDIOT NOT WEARING A HELMET’. I was then, more fool me, drawn into a discussion of the safety merits of cycle helmets with a keyboard warrior in Truro.


I freely confess my own fascination with the trivial, having been particularly concerned for some time that the door to our downstairs toilet will not shut. When I watched the DIY fix on YouTube, I learned that the latch – the bit that protrudes from the edge of the door – needs to connect cleanly with the catchplate, the metal housing in the door jamb, and I discovered ours did not; so I would have to remove the catchplate, stop up the existing screw holes with matchstick shavings and wood glue, wait for it to set and then drill new holes about five millimetres to the left and . . . wait, was that you snoring just then? The upshot is that I have spent more of my spare time repairing a door handle than asking what my life is for.


Which is why we decided to ditch the latch-and-catchplate on Radio 2. We junked the duck’s bread just for a day and put the rap records back in their sleeves. We gave up on breathalysing dashboards and barefoot fruit-picking in rooms that had been locked from the outside, and we asked the Mrs Lavelle Question. And we never looked back.


Imagine, if you will, a political interview. The female interviewer has been on our screens for so many years we feel we know her mannerisms intimately. We know the angle of her shoulder just before she asks the killer question, the way the plumb line of her hair will accentuate a particularly menacing tilt of the head. We know the gritted smile the politician will deploy just as he starts to panic. He, too, has been a fixture of our lives for years. He has been a shadow minister, a junior minister, a Cabinet minister. He is grey now, grey with the burden of a thousand unanswered questions and a hundred secrets. We cannot remember his brief, but it is something to do with employment. Ah, now he is being asked about jobs in the north of England. We have an unemployment crisis. The female interviewer has prised apart his defence and forced the minister to admit most of it is his fault and he has no idea what to do. We reach for the remote because we have seen this so many times before, and then our finger pauses. What has she just asked?


‘I will put it to you again, minister. What makes us human?’


The camera zooms in on a bead of sweat sliding along the man’s forehead. He blinks, tries to remember the party manifesto, the advice of his wife before he left for the studio, the names of his daughters . . . no, it is all gone. The game is up.


‘I do not know what makes us human,’ he says. ‘I have never thought about it.’


Would we forgive the minister? Probably. We would wonder what had possessed the interviewer to stray so far from the topic of employment in the north. There would be talk of ‘an ambush’, questions asked about why the programme had not cleared this line of enquiry with the minister’s press team. He would protest afterwards that ‘it was preposterous to expect me to answer a question like that’. The presenter would apologise on Twitter; her editor would assure us it would never happen again.


But why shouldn’t it? Why don’t we ever ask each other what we are all doing here? Even the Archbishop of Canterbury seems never to be asked the biggest question of all, but gets pressed on betting regulation and the banking crisis (strangely similar subjects). If the biggest question can never be asked, what are we doing, toiling away in those jobs the minister would like us to credit him with creating?


What was gobsmacking to the Radio 2 team about ‘What Makes Us Human?’ – apart from the fact that no one can pronounce its acronym, WMUH – was that people from all walks of life pounced on the invitation to answer the question. Not only that, the answers were so different as to be astonishing. What makes us human is silliness. What makes us human is seriousness. What makes us human is that we are destroying the planet. What makes us human is that we are trying to revive the planet. We had a politician who said what makes us human is dancing, an Olympic runner who said what makes us human is jazz, and a wealthy businessman who said what makes us human is giving things away.




People from all walks of life pounced on the invitation to answer the question. Not only that, the answers were so different as to be astonishing.





Many of us resort to the drummer’s answer to the question, if you’ll forgive the personal shorthand. At home I have a drum kit, the plug-in sort, which puts all the sound through headphones. To everyone else, you are making no more noise than if you rapped your knuckles on a selection of hardback books, but to you, sitting at the kit with the headphones on – oh boy! Your ears are battered the way they would be if you were backing Muse at the O2.


Although I will never be very good at drums – I gave up getting better when someone tried to explain how to paradiddle, and I decided it was not for me – I still love to sit and thwack the problems of the day away. But if you asked me ‘what makes us human?’ and I said it’s playing drums, I think you would be within your rights to tell me off. ‘The key word,’ you could say, ‘is “us” not “you”, Jeremy. Not everyone plays the drums.’ Correction accepted. I cannot say that what makes us human is having size twelve feet if I seem to be the only customer on Shoes Direct searching for that size. But still people do it: the scientist says science, the musician says music. The wart removal surgeon says the removal of warts. I’m not being critical, just questioning. Might it be questioning that makes us human? But of course I would say that – it’s my job: I’m an interviewer. Once again, the drummer’s answer.


But what if I took my drummer’s answer and expanded it a little? What makes us human is being able to find a beat in everything, to catch a rhythm in the air and make it real. What makes us human is that, in a traditional four-beat bar, we have a whole continent that put the beat on the two and the four, but then a small collection of islands that chose to put a single beat on the three and watched it spread around the world . . . in short, the difference between rock and reggae. And then someone turns up and gives you a syncopated beat, and at first they call him insane, then they name the music ‘jazz’ and it fills all the gaps where rhythm had not existed. What makes us human is that difference. What makes us human is that 167 guests have given me 167 answers to the question.


Sometimes I feel bad, listening to those guests (and watching them – pre-Covid, they would spend about half an hour with me in the studio, which is quite a lot of time in which to observe each other). I feel bad because I have never yet disagreed in the way that interviewers are supposed to. The ‘But surely you must accept . . .’ question somehow seems out of place in this feature. Isn’t it great, for once, just to hear what the other person thinks without the host kicking off? Caroline Criado-Perez, the feminist campaigner, started her essay by pointing out that when she says ‘Imagine a human’, every single person, including her, imagines a man. That was showstopping, and probably the best opening we have had.


When I appeared on Strictly Come Dancing, I had a most peculiar revelation about the human condition that I will share with you now, having not yet mentioned it to a soul on the grounds that anyone who heard me say this would think me off my rocker.


You have to imagine fifteen hyperventilating celebrity contestants, all arriving to dance on a programme which is the BBC’s biggest. We are all excited; not all of us can dance. The first night was a magical event, with screaming, shouting and bright lights – and that was just the food station. I remember bonding with Carol Kirkwood, the weather forecaster, and agreeing that we had both done nothing like this before. We were trying not to giggle as we said it.


Slowly the magic seduced us. It was normal to have a thousand retweets on every social media message, read complete fiction in the newspapers (‘Carol Kirkwood is FIGHTING BLINDNESS to compete on Strictly’) and be asked for autographs by a small crowd in the hotel. At no point did anyone notice that each week, one of our number went missing.


Now I look back, there were signs. At the end of each show there was a vote, a red light went on, and someone cried. Then the person who cried was not with us any more and we all recorded interviews praising them. And we got on with the next programme.


But then, one day, it was us – it was me, it was Carol – who became the person to suddenly disappear. And the strange thing was that we were not expecting it, and it was shattering when it happened.


Suddenly, outside the programme, cycling into Radio 2 in the rain, I had cause to consider what had happened. I must have briefly lost concentration as I did so, for a black cab pulled out on me from a side street. We had a brief altercation – friendlier than it might have been. Then, as I cycled off, I heard the cab driver shout: ‘And your dancing’s shit as well.’


But here is the lesson I learned. Strictly is like life. Here we are in this magical place – Planet Earth, I mean – and we seem to think the dancing will actually go on for ever. Why else would people say they found a hobby ‘to while away the time’? What we can never admit is how short time really is. People go missing around us, one by one, and still we dance. We are in denial.


People say ‘the difference between animals and humans is that animals have no conception that their lifespan is limited, no concept of death’, but the opposite is true. Every time I walk towards my gloriously timid cat Wally, he scampers away as if scalded, eyes bulging and fur on end, as if I am planning to serve him up for supper. By contrast, humans live in blissful ignorance. A friend of mine wanted to publish a book on gravestones. ‘No one wants to read about death,’ said his publisher coldly, and the idea itself ended up buried.


Like the contestants in a dance contest, we simply cannot envisage a moment when the red light comes on and we disappear. This, surely, is what makes us human, amid a thousand other things – our delicious inability to stop the world and ask the biggest question of all, for fear that the result will be the end of our beautiful dance.


On behalf of the team at Radio 2, we are sorry to spoil the fun. I shall blame my editor, Phil Jones. He tells me he had the idea ‘while cycling home after two-and-a-half pints’ (the half may be significant). He had a radio programme playing through his headphones but was not listening until the fragment of a sentence leapt out: ‘. . . the biggest question of all, what makes us human?’ And that was it. Maybe it was a little inhuman of Phil to follow through and schedule a series around the one question we always avoid, but the answers were truly beautiful, every one.


What makes us human is that we never confront that question. If you read on, I hope you’ll agree that our dangerous soul-searching has been worth it.









INTRODUCTION


PHIL JONES


Phil Jones, born in 1958 in Wimbledon, is one of the BBC’s longest-serving editors. He has worked on The Jeremy Vine Show (and its predecessor, The Jimmy Young Show) for thirty years, and thought up the ‘What Makes Us Human?’ feature when he was cycling back from a party while a little drunk. Here, he shares the ideas behind the series and looks at why we ask questions about our existence.


When I was sixteen, my comprehensive school went head-to-head in a debate against the local public school. We relished the chance to do battle. It was our version of class war. I was chosen to oppose the motion ‘This house believes Man is no better than a Dog’. My father was the wisest man I knew, so I asked him for guidance. He said, when you want to answer the big questions, take a look at Shakespeare, and in this case Mark Antony’s homage to Julius Caesar: ‘His life was gentle, and the elements mixed so well in him that Nature might stand up and say to all the world, “This was a man”.’ In other words, there’s no finer accolade than to call someone human.


I was thinking recently about when The Jeremy Vine Show team first talked about offering our listeners an insight into what I suspect is the most difficult question anyone can ask: ‘What makes us human?’. On the show we don’t do philosophy that much. We spend our time making a lot of sound and fury around the subjects that irritate our fellow citizens as we struggle through the second decade of the twenty-first century. The bankers’ bonuses, welfare reform, or whether or not you should jump into the sea to save your drowning dog. That sort of thing. Occasionally, though, we like to step back and ponder the deeper questions. Something more profound. Is there a God? Is our planet tumbling towards environmental catastrophe? And now the greatest question anyone can address, ‘What makes us human?’


There’s a simple beauty to the thought, but does it even have an answer? The idea behind the radio feature – and now this book – is to ask some of our sharpest and most inquisitive minds to grapple with our very existence. We got philosophers and religious leaders on board, but no doubt they wrestle with such thoughts week in, week out. So, we thought, why not spread the net a little wider and challenge others – artists, pop stars, footballers – to compose essays that attempt to find a meaning to our existence.


I’m also rather hoping that our readers and listeners might like to have a stab too. I’ve made a modest start myself. The obvious place to begin is to compare us with the animal kingdom. There’s that statistic that I never quite believe that claims Homo sapiens have 99% of the DNA of a chimp or 80% of the DNA of a fruit fly. So it would seem we barely differ from animals at all. But don’t we have imagination and consciousness? Sure, but then one day soon a prominent animal behaviourist will no doubt discover that dolphins have imagination and consciousness as well. Do dolphins love, hope and dream?


Maybe comparing us to animals just takes us down a blind alley. I think what really makes us human is that we’re cultural beings, capable of creating truly wondrous things. Isn’t it incredible that we’ve created things every bit as beautiful as those found in the natural world? Aren’t Van Gogh’s sunflowers just as breathtaking as sunflowers blowing in a meadow? If you want awe-inspiring, doesn’t the Hoover Dam compare with the Grand Canyon? And can’t we marvel at our towering gothic cathedrals as much as the great redwood forests? And who but a philistine would argue that a Cristiano Ronaldo free kick doesn’t compare with the flutter of a butterfly wing?


But if humankind is capable of such creation and achievement, we are also responsible for great failings, and, of course, for evil almost beyond imagination. Back to Shakespeare. In The Tempest, Prospero says of Caliban, ‘This thing of darkness, I acknowledge mine’. An acceptance of something dark and bleak in all of us. The human race includes Jesus and Gandhi, but we must also own up to the Holocaust, gulags and the Rwandan massacre. We’re capable of great good, but also great evil, which proves I know not what.


Let’s leave that to our coming essays. Looking back to that debate when I was just sixteen, I can remember the pleasure I felt when we beat those public-school boys. A small victory in the class war. But now I suspect that the winning wasn’t important: just delving into such questions is reward enough – and perhaps our ability to do just that is exactly what makes us human.









Our Past


To understand what makes us human,
these essays explore how we must first consider
our history. By understanding our past, we can
begin to comprehend our place in the
vastness of time.









ALICE ROBERTS


Biologist, broadcaster, author


Dr Alice Roberts’ fascinating answer considers how our relationship with time shapes our understanding of what it means to be human, and – through archaeology – how we can find clues to the answer to this question in the records of the past.


We’re acutely aware of the passing of time. Not just on a daily basis, but with reference to the deep past and the distant future – even beyond the span of our own lives. The way we appreciate time seems intrinsically linked to our own experience.


I remember being a small kid at primary school and thinking that the eleven-year-olds were impossibly old and unachievably mature, and that teenagers were like beings from another planet. As an eighteen-year-old, thirty seemed old and generally past it. At thirty, I could imagine being forty, fifty, sixty, seventy. And you start to grasp the reality of your own end, of course. Now I’m in my mid-forties, I think I’ve come to terms with my own mortality, but, at the same time, the concept of not being is impossible to properly apprehend.


Now, many things which we consider to be uniquely human characteristics turn out not to be unique at all. We differ from other animals by degree. Some chimpanzees use thick sticks to make holes in a termite nest, then break a thinner stick down to the right length to fish termites out through the holes. Others use stones to crack nuts. Our technology seems a world away, but it evolved from such humble beginnings.


And yet our understanding of time is, I think, something which is completely distinct. Humans, uniquely, know that they have been born, and that they will end – they will die. I suspect that all of religion is, at its foundations, concerned with providing solace in the face of this unimaginable but unavoidable fact.


We know that there are beginnings and endings – and so we’re fascinated with what comes before the beginning, and after the end. Every culture has its own origin myth. The question of origins – who we are, where we come from, not just as individuals, but as humans, seems to be a very ancient one. For thousands of years, questions like these have been explored through philosophy and religion, but now the answers seem to lie firmly within the grasp of a rational, scientific approach to the world and our place within it.




I know we will keep looking back – reinterpreting what we’ve discovered before, and finding ever more answers, in the ground, in our bodies, in our genes.





The clues come from different branches of science: archaeology turns up the material culture of the past, allowing us to see what our ancestors made and to know something of their ways of thinking; we also find physical, fossilised remains of our ancestors’ bones. We can interpret brain size from ancient skulls, work out how these ancient people walked and ran, and sometimes even see how they must have cared for those suffering disease or injury. But there are also clues to our origins hidden in living bodies – traces of evolution that we find by studying the fine structure of the human body or its embryonic development. And then, of course, there are genomes: a huge archive of data which we’re now mining faster than ever, and uncovering many more answers – and surprises.


And so, I know we will keep looking back – reinterpreting what we’ve discovered before, and finding ever more answers, in the ground, in our bodies, in our genes. That’s what keeps me fascinated by this particular area of science. And then, personally, knowing that I am only here for a short time, and then I will be gone – that keeps me searching for more ways to make this one life meaningful.









MICHAEL ROSEN


Children’s novelist and poet


Michael Rosen brings history to life in this stimulating answer about the relationship between the past and the future. Rather than seeing the past as something that’s happened and dealt with, this answer encourages you to use it to create a brighter future.


All history is pointless. You can’t change it. It’s over. It happened.


Yet, we’ve all got history. Even the person in a coma and the person with Alzheimer’s are who they are because of their history. You can see their history in the shape of their bodies, the marks on their hands, the shadings of their skin.


To live with this paradox of history being on the one hand ‘gone’, yet at the same time ‘with us at all times’, is what it is to be human. History is all that’s not there any more and yet we are nothing without it. Animals don’t do history the way we do it. Even if some of them remember stuff, they can’t talk about it. This gives us the pain of loss and the pleasure of memory. It gives us a country we can’t go to and yet we start every day in the place where it left us. History gives us who we are today by being who we were yesterday.


Today we’ll all do history. Maybe we’ll talk about what we saw on TV last night. Maybe we’ll talk about something from when we were children, or something we saw on the bus. Maybe we’ll remember something odd, or strange, or funny. Maybe we’ll look in the mirror and notice a line on our faces, a look in our eyes, or that shirt, and remember when we bought it.


I do history for a living. No one calls me a historian, though. People say I write poems, or I broadcast. Or I teach. But, in truth, I’m the bloke going on about things my mum or dad or brother used to say to me, or the places we went. That’s history. I’m the bloke scurrying about trying to find out stuff to do with my great-grandparents or great-uncles and aunts. More history. Or I’m the bloke wondering why British people say ‘I’ve got’ and Americans say ‘I’ve gotten’. Or wondering how come Joseph Heller came to write Catch-22. And where did he get that ‘Catch-22’ thing from, anyway? And why do so many of us say ‘It’s a Catch-22 situation’? All history.




History gives us who we are today by being who we were yesterday.





People all around us sing songs, tell stories of what’s happened to them, talk about their parents and grandparents, where they used to live. We remember some of this, and somehow it all becomes us. I just happen to be one of those people who mash it up and turn it into writing or telling stories or discussing it in books or on the radio.


Even a joke is history – it’s been told over and over again; someone nicked a bit of its shape from one place, someone nicked a bit of the punchline from somewhere else. We are inheritors of all this stuff.


I happen to be someone who spends hours and hours every day on it. Most people aren’t quite as into it as that. Even so, everyone does it a bit. Either way, a lot or a little, none of us can escape from what we’ve inherited – and I don’t just mean the genetic things. That gesture you make, your name, the languages you speak, the way you say the words, the food you like and don’t like, the work you do, or want to do – all inherited or acquired from people you’ve known and heard.


But I’ll turn all this on its head. If all we are is the stuff we inherit and acquire, we’d just be animals. We wouldn’t be able to choose anything or change anything. When I say we’re historians, I mean we are creatures who can make something of what we inherit and acquire. We can get to work on it, thinking about it, expressing it, changing it. We work on all the old stuff, to make new stuff.


But how free are we to do that? Can we change anything and everything? We can only find that out if we try things, if we explore what’s possible, if we invent things. And here’s my last paradox: one of the best ways to find out what’s possible is to explore the past. History.









RAY MEARS


Survivalist


For survival expert Ray Mears, the answer to the question lies in the ways we humans have managed to harness the natural world, and how the mastery of fire sent the human story on a different course to that of other animals.


In our lifetime, we share our lives on this incredible planet with many other creatures, each of which has its own special trait or survival skill, a characteristic attribute by which it can be defined. Our special trick gives us the impression that we are in some way elevated from other animals, but of course we are not; I believe it is important to remember that we are mammals, upright-walking creatures, descended from an ancient line of apes, believed to have originated in Africa. With a free thumb, we have the ability to easily fashion tools. Indeed, it is believed that we have been making tools for more than 2.5 million years. But that does not define us; other animals can make tools too. Sea otters, for example, use stones to break open oyster shells, while other primates even fashion weaponry for hunting.


What I believe defines us as human is our mastery of fire. But before we assume that we are the only users of fire in nature, we should think again. Just last year, I watched hawks in Australia picking up burning sticks from a bush fire and dropping them to spread the fire in order to flush out or scorch potential prey. But, to date, no other creature has been found who can make fire at will.


In the world of archaeology, the earliest evidence for the human control of fire is a hotly debated topic, with few definite remains surviving from such antiquity. Tantalising evidence may show fire hearths dating from 1 million years ago. Conjecture is ever present in the early history of fire. It is, however, reasonable to assume that fire was originally obtained from natural sources, such as bush fires, which could then be kept burning. Even today, there are peoples such as the Mbayaka pygmy in the Congo basin that carry fire with them, hardly ever needing to kindle a flame because, as they told me, ‘We don’t let our fire go out: it is the oldest fire in the world.’ I have also worked with Australian aboriginals who historically could not make fire and would have to send runners to bring back fire from distant neighbouring tribes if their own fire was allowed to go out.




Fire altered humankind’s potential for ever.





Regardless of how those early fires were kindled, fire altered humankind’s potential for ever. Now, wielding a tool powerful enough to keep even the most ferocious early Palaeolithic predators at bay, the fear of nocturnal dangers was dispelled and the fire became a focus for life, around which our forebears could gather in good cheer: a sight still played out on a nightly basis in the villages of the San Bushmen of the Kalahari. In the flames and coals of their fires, our ancestors learned to alter their food, to improve its flavour, to neutralise plant toxins and destroy harmful bacteria. Consequently, our dietary range grew and diversified. It has been well argued that our ‘fire-improved’ diet may well have been a catalyst for the development of our large brains.


Until fire was harnessed, the length of the day was determined by the sunlight; firelight extended the working day and, along with the improved diet, made time available to communicate, to share ideas and be creative. In the sign language of Native Americans, the concept of meeting for a talk is defined by coming to a fire and the passing of ideas, and even today the footlights of our theatres mimic the flickering light of a fire on the face of an ancestral storyteller.


We don’t have to have been there to realise that the question of how to make fire from scratch would have occupied the minds gathered at the campfire. If I could travel back in time, I would hope to witness the first of our ancestors to achieve this remarkable skill. The consequences of that first ember were astonishing. No modern invention comes close in importance to the creation of the first fire.


For more than thirty years, I have been teaching students how to make fire, by every primitive means known. Although we will never know which was the first method of fire lighting, some things never change. Each time a student succeeds in friction fire-lighting, their face lights up with an incredible sense of achievement; like an ancient ritual, the drama of the first fire is relived.


Being able to make fire at will brings confidence. With fire available at will, our ancestors were able to spread out, exploring their landscape in smaller foraging parties, with fire for safety and with smoke to locate each other again. I have witnessed aboriginals in Arnhem Land watching for smoke across flooded swamps to track the movements of distant family members. Now, even colder landscapes posed little obstacle as our ancestors migrated across the planet, perhaps clinging to the unexplored coastline or following seasonal migrations of game inland.


With fire-making mastered, the fireside was to become our most important laboratory. Here, as we stared into the flames, we observed the way fire could transform materials. We learned to harden the points of wooden spears, to soften thermoplastic tree resins and use them as adhesives to haft a stone point. Here, too, we would discover that clay could be hardened into pottery. Along the way, the process of scientific investigation was reinforced: observations, hypotheses and experimentation. Inevitably, we discovered metal and, well, I guess the rest is history; everything flows from here, from the clothes we wear to the incredible devices contained in our pockets and the means by which my words reach you now, all derived from our mastery of fire.


You only have to observe the fascination on the face of an infant gazing into a fire to realise how deeply it is rooted in the human mind. Fire has given us power and allowed us, like no other species, to modify the very landscape within which we evolved. Perhaps the question we should be asking is how will humanity be judged to have used its special skill?









MARY BEARD


Professor of classics


Mary Beard compares us ordinary mortals to the lofty Greek gods in this highly original take on the question. Her rare talent for making academic history so engaging shines in this delightful essay.


When we wonder now about what makes us human, we tend to think of the fragile boundary that separates us from the animal kingdom. Are human beings the only creatures in the world to laugh, or do apes and monkeys – and even rats – chortle too? (Don’t try the rat experiment at home, by the way: the scientists who have managed to get rats to squeal in delight when tickled admit that the sounds are at such a high frequency as to be inaudible to the naked ear.)


More seriously, is our species really the only one to have a sense of history, to form language or show grief? For – although the most intelligent goldfish may have a memory of only a few seconds – it seems clear enough that we share some of our apparently ‘human’ talents with many primates, and that even the average Border collie has some very rudimentary grasp of something close to ‘language’.


For the ancient Greeks and Romans, it was very different. They were even more concerned with the equally fragile boundary that separated the human race from the gods. After all, in their world, human beings could become gods. Hercules was one who started his immortal life as at least half-mortal; so was the god of healing, Aesculapius. And any number of Roman emperors were made gods after their apparent ‘death’. So where did the difference lie, except in the simple fact that gods went on to live for ever, whereas ordinary humans did not?


The answer to that question was found in one of the earliest Greek myths. According to this, the first human-like creatures to live on the earth were the Titans, who were actually not humans at all but second-rank gods. To start with, the first-rank gods in heaven and the Titans on earth lived in harmony, but, eventually – and this is to cut a very long story short – they quarrelled, and in the course of these arguments the Titans stole one of the most precious commodities of all, fire, from the gods.




The ancient Greeks and Romans were concerned with the fragile boundary that separated the human race from the gods. After all, in their world, human beings could become gods.





The Titans, of course, couldn’t win. And part of the punishment imposed on them was to make the first human being out of mud. These new human beings no longer lived at leisure as the Titans had before, eating food spontaneously produced by the earth. In a way that’s a bit reminiscent of the story of Adam and Eve in the Bible, they were forced to work hard at agriculture simply to survive, and to use the fire to cook what they grew. And it was that combination of hard labour and the kitchen that was seen as one of the markers of the human race. No gods ever cooked.


But there was something else that came to mark the sad state of humanity. As an extra punishment, and to the Greek mind worst of all, the first-rank gods created and sent to earth something that had never existed before. It was beautiful, seductive, but a terrible trouble to mankind. I mean woman. Ever after, the human race was also defined by the struggle of men against the bane of women.


Parts of this story are pretty unpalatable. It certainly reveals the rough edge of ancient Greek misogyny. But you could do worse than think that the defining characteristic of our species is the combination of hard work and cookery. Even if ants keep themselves busy, they certainly don’t slave over a hot stove.









NEIL OLIVER


Archaeologist and broadcaster


Our awareness of time and our own mortality is uniquely human. This can often seem like a burden, but Neil Oliver reminds us how it can also be a blessing – it gives us the power to plan, to think in the long term and take active steps to control the time we have on the planet.


Time – our awareness of time. There are many elements to being human – talking, writing, loving, searching for understanding of the cosmos and of our place within it, reaching for the moon and towards the stars: a long list. We are also conscious, and conscious of time. We are finite beings and we know it. The clock is ticking and we hear it.


As far as we know, we human beings of Planet Earth are the first and only animals to have felt the unbearable weight of forever – time before we were alive, time continuing after we are dead. We are the first creatures in the universe that have been bothered by the need to remember and to mourn.


At the moment of our awakening as a species, Earth – even the universe itself – awoke too. The clock started ticking and someone, somewhere, counted one day more, one day less. Time, therefore, starts with us. This is our blessing and our curse.


And so history starts with us as well. Only we have bothered to wonder what came before – and to keep a record of events as they unfold. This urge to keep track is part service to the future and part vanity. In addition to giving our descendants the backstory that will provide a context to their present, we might hope to be remembered there, in the future – to have been noticed and to have mattered.


Memory, remembering, history . . . these are uniquely human too. But they are made of our awareness of time. How much have I had? How much do I have left? We are Earth’s youngest apes – feeble, without claws or fangs, with neither speed nor strength, naked of feather or fur – and yet beneath thin caps of bone we are possessed of minds that reach forwards and backwards in time. It is a predicament. In all the universe, we alone are troubled by ‘when’?


Without the ticking clock of time, though, we are adrift – in our lives and in the universe. As it is, because of our awareness of time, we are also confronted by the awful (and I use the word ‘awful’ in its old sense, so that I mean time must give us pause, is worthy of our respect and our fear).




Time, this knowledge we have of time, makes life worth living. However much time I get with my wife, my children, will never be enough and so makes it a gift of incalculable value.





Above all, I think time blesses us with responsibility. Alone among the animals, we might understand our predicament. Our time, however much each of us has, is limited. We know what is coming. In the meantime, it is up to us to decide what to do with the time we have. No matter what must happen, we might choose to pick up and shoulder as much as possible of the blessing and burden of being awake for a moment in an infinite universe.


Time, this knowledge we have of time, makes life worth living. However much time I get with my wife, my children, will never be enough and so makes it a gift of incalculable value. This, if we are lucky enough to know it, is what it is to be alive and human.









JANET ELLIS


TV presenter


Our teenage years are a unique moment when we’re not quite children, yet not quite adults, says former Blue Peter presenter Janet Ellis. This allows us to explore and experience life to the fullest – and it is this precious time that truly makes us human.


We all share an extraordinary thing that marks us out as different from any other animal in the kingdom. It’s a state that is only gifted to human beings and is shared by no other: adolescence. That unique limbo after infancy and before adulthood: a time of experiment, life rehearsal and colossal introspection. And, probably, bad poetry. We are the only species that doesn’t require its young to go from wobbly first steps or wriggly larva to full-blown, capable-of-finding-its-own-food adult, with nothing in between.


And what do we do with this gift? Although we tend to remember being a teenager with ease, at first sight we don’t seem to use the time especially well. We tend to dismiss it later, not value it, once we’re on the other side. Of course, we know it’s when we discover love and sex as if we’d just thought of them. We do wild and crazy things in adolescence because we can’t imagine danger. We are reckless with time in our youth because we already know there’s not much of it until we’re old (like, over thirty). But are we actually benefiting from this precious, fleeting state – or just using it to bemoan spots, exams and the stupidity of our elders?


I think we are. I think we do use this time as essential practice in being our more mature selves, taking life to the extreme in preparation for our pared down, more sensible lives. Our growing bodies are strong and flexible. We can stay up late and still appear refreshed if we need to – or, more accurately, if we want to. The teenage body can cope with all sorts of frankly terrible food and drink, and it can usually repel ill-advised ‘additives’ too. Mostly free from the burden of cooking, let alone shopping, for meals, the teenager is often unconstrained by even eating the right thing at the right time. Mealtimes are for losers, after all. Teenagers are free to just roam the metaphorical plain, waiting for us old lions to kill, then being highly critical of the quality of the meat.




It’s the adolescent’s right to be annoying and provocative because it reminds us all of the fire inside.





Being an adolescent lets you walk (or, more accurately, hurtle) to the outer limits of your personality and passions, safe in the knowledge you’re not actually in charge. Teenagers don’t acknowledge the fact that it’s a protected state, but of course it is. It’s where we learn about relationships; nothing is ever as intense as the technicolour friendships of our youth. We feel emotions more deeply than we think anyone ever has before and fall in love – hard and beautifully – for the first time. But when we hurt, or even when we heal, we are surrounded by people who care for us and who – more importantly – have been there before. Somewhere deep in their animal brain, the necessary information is loaded: stuff happens, it’s happened before, you’ll be okay.


The process of growing up is not one of changing, I think; it is learning to suppress what’s anti-social or self-destructive inside us and enhance our best attributes. Nature allows us, briefly, to be our own work-in-progress. It’s the adolescent’s right to be annoying and provocative because it reminds us all of the fire inside. If we went straight from cradle to the accounts department or the corps de ballet, if there was nothing between teething and teaching or talent-show producer, we’d miss out on the greatest adventures and the privilege of growing up gradually.


Let’s celebrate the visible manifestation of this liminal time, when we’re held – fragile yet resilient – between two important stages of life. There is still, after all, an adolescent inside each and every one of us.









JULIA DONALDSON


Children’s author


For Julia Donaldson, what makes us human is our ability to look backwards and forwards – to brood on the past or look back on happy memories, and to fret about what’s to come or look forwards in keen anticipation.


In Robert Burns’s ‘To a Mouse’, the poet pities a little rodent whose home has been destroyed, but then goes on to say:




Still, thou art blest, compar’d wi’ me!


The present only toucheth thee:


But Och! I backward cast my e’e,


On prospects drear!


An’ forward tho’ I canna see,


I guess an’ fear!





Burns envies the mouse because it does not possess the human being’s awareness of time. It’s true that we humans spend much of our lives brooding over the past. Why did I embarrass my children by complaining about that quiche in the café? Why didn’t I realise that woman had a tattoo before sounding off about them? Why wasn’t I more interested in what my parents did in the war before it was too late to ask them?


Then there is the future to worry about. We lie awake fretting about what we have to do and what might go wrong; we get pre-exam nerves, and stage fright, and although we may try to block out fears of death, we know we are not here for ever.


It’s easy to see why Burns regards the ability to look backwards and forwards as a curse, and also why advocates of mindfulness want us to live more in the present (though I can’t quite understand why this involves so much colouring in). But of course the curse is also a blessing. Memories, especially shared ones, can bring happiness and often laughter.


Then there are the photograph albums: my daughters-in-law love seeing pictures of my sons when they were toddlers, covered in chocolate ice cream, or teenagers with pillar-box red hair and Goth chains. And we can go back further than our own lives, researching the family tree, finding out about the origins of the words we use every day or the history of the houses around us. We can dig for Roman coins, or watch David Attenborough explaining how dinosaurs evolved into birds.




When I’m at the piano, struggling with a Beethoven bagatelle, however imperfectly I’m playing, I’m somehow with Beethoven, playing the notes he wrote.





For me, one of the amazing feelings, when I’m at the piano, struggling with a Beethoven bagatelle, is that, however imperfectly I’m playing, I’m somehow with Beethoven, playing the notes he wrote – there’s a profound sense of contact with a genius of the past.


And then there’s the enjoyment of looking forwards, of imagining a holiday, rehearsing a play, wrapping up the Christmas presents. Often anticipation can be more pleasurable than the event itself. And there’s nothing like suspense – a nail-biting match between Federer and Djokovic or Dundee and Dundee United, or a gripping episode of Breaking Bad.


Which brings me on to my own job as a storyteller – a job I just wouldn’t have if we weren’t concerned with the past and the future and what happens next. It’s hard to imagine a world with no stories, with no ‘Once upon a time’ beginnings. There doesn’t always have to be a ‘happily ever after’, and not every single wish needs to come true, but to my mind, a good story should leave the reader with a very human feeling – hope.









Our Future


What it means to be human has changed
from our early origins to the present day, and
never more rapidly than in recent centuries.
These essays consider how humanity has
progressed, the benefits and drawbacks
of technological advancement, and the
forces that will shape our future.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		About the Book



		Foreword – Jeremy Vine



		Introduction – Phil Jones



		Our Past



		Alice Roberts



		Michael Rosen



		Ray Mears



		Mary Beard



		Neil Oliver



		Janet Ellis



		Julia Donaldson









		Our Future



		Joe Simpson



		Jon Culshaw



		Steven Pinker



		Bonnie Greer



		Nick Clegg



		Paul McKenna



		Garry Kasparov









		The Human Animal



		Richard Dawkins



		Brian Blessed



		P. D. James



		Bill Oddie



		Susan Greenfield



		Henry Marsh



		Sue MacGregor



		Esther Rantzen









		Science



		Carlo Rovelli



		Steve Jones



		Anne Hegerty



		Peter Piot



		Colin Pillinger









		Nature



		Terry Walton



		Peter Hermon



		Amanda Owen



		Michael Fish



		Chris Packham



		Michael Morpurgo









		Culture



		Maureen Lipman



		A. C. Grayling



		Pam Ayres



		Tom Piper



		Gillian Reynolds



		Neil Brand



		Akala



		Julian Lloyd Webber



		Sebastian, Lord Coe



		Prue Leith



		Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall



		Simon Reeve



		Henry Blofeld



		Judy Murray









		Language and Literature



		Gyles Brandreth



		Stephen Fry



		Charles Moore



		Charlie Higson



		Bernardine Evaristo



		Joan Bakewell



		Roger McGough



		Cerys Matthews









		Emotions



		Noreena Hertz



		Matthew Parris



		Caitlin Moran



		Robert Webb



		Marian Keyes



		Cardinal Vincent Nichols



		Dominic Lawson



		Sharron Davies









		People and Family



		Rose Hudson-Wilkin



		Kriss Akabusi



		George Osborne



		Sir Paul Smith



		Melvyn Bragg



		Floella Benjamin



		Shappi Khorsandi



		Andria Zafirakou



		Alan Johnson



		Professor Green



		Colin Parry



		Hella Pick



		Robert Peston



		Dr Sarah Jarvis









		Society



		Francis Fukuyama



		Jason Cowley



		Peter Tatchell



		Alexei Sayle



		Brendan O’Neill



		Lionel Shriver



		Robert Skidelsky



		Frank Gardner



		Mary Portas









		Equality



		Nazir Afzal



		Alain de Botton



		Mahamed Hashi



		Julia Gillard



		Caroline Criado-Perez



		Stephanie Hirst



		Alison Lapper



		Sinéad Burke



		Katie Piper



		Mary Robinson









		A Force for Good?



		Peter Bleksley



		Val McDermid



		Anthony Loyd



		Max Mosley



		George Alagiah



		Brian May



		Yasmin Alibhai-Brown



		Stephanie Shirley



		Ann Widdecombe



		George Monbiot



		Paris Lees



		Jean Neale



		Owen Jones



		Billy Bragg









		Philosophy and Spirituality



		William Boyd



		Roger Scruton



		Jonathan Sacks



		Terry Waite



		John Sentamu



		Johnnie Walker



		James Jones



		Richard Madeley



		Bruce Dickinson









		What Makes Us Human?



		Andrew Marr



		Yotam Ottolenghi



		Bruce Kent



		Ken Dodd



		Tanni Grey-Thompson



		Evelyn Glennie



		Mason McQueen



		Simon Weston



		John Lloyd









		Acknowledgements













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading









OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
—_ R





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
afes lls
Human?

130 Answers to the Big Question

With a Foreword by Jeremy Vine

and an Introduction by Phil Jone:






OEBPS/images/9781472272539_FC.jpg
‘(\‘! artd ‘onyRObmson obertebp H00 ‘
oz, \(0‘0 yardine EVansto%mﬂm Noran | ;
o‘“‘“  Mibhai-Brows Yoy

(1{07) Shapp i
oWyt o Yulian Loyq- Webb'” ﬂg b ”Saﬂo'

‘Q' \\g\ o,} 46/ [g,/;}’/ﬂg
Yo, %"
, o

s .
6&-5’0
o

W Ridwm%’r@

K
d\p‘i "’9\0}‘
W : |

g

2%

/= e/ g

. DthkDig =3

558 : oy Blofeld z &
¥, ﬂ&*ﬁ% “yill Oddie 7 2.
§“Q /C/f & h\ﬂ(lﬂl]ﬂey}%%

Chris ’ﬂc,frlle "’”de/ J‘Kdﬂércenﬂdd Knxs,q/mb” ‘%
haey %0y Nichael Morp®® Catolive (g, S

0!34 “‘anm 6(ey_molﬂ 6@0rg€ Maqlﬂ\\ ,”(a/a /er

UL JONES ith foravlord by JEREMY vme





