
 Earth formed approximately 4.5 billion years ago. It was a melting pot—

literally—of active volcanoes, meteors, and poisonous gasses. The daily attack from 

asteroids and icy comets lasted for .3 billion years. Due to Earth’s proximity to the sun, 

comets that crashed into the Earth’s surface melted into water. This water would become 

the primordial source for the evolution of life on Earth. Because of thermal vents, the 

heated water could move with convection currents. These convections currents were the 

catalyst for the formation of complex biological molecules; they mixed various chemicals 

that ultimately formed RNA and protein. From RNA and protein, prokaryotes ultimately 

evolved.  

 The bridge between single-celled prokaryotes and multi-celled eukaryotes is a 

testament to what makes living truly living. In endosymbiotic theory, we see different 

organisms mutually benefitting from sharing resources. By engulfing an oxygen-using 

bacterium, certain eukaryotes outlasted other eukaryotes in an increasingly oxygen-rich 

atmosphere, while the digested bacterium depended on the host eukaryote for biological 

functions that were necessary for survival in the changing environment. Some of this 

bacterium evolved into organelles that are currently in every animal cell—that is 

mitochondria. This process of building up from previous life follows through to the 

evolution of worms to fish to amphibians to reptiles to mammals to primates, and finally, 

humans. 

 As evolution occurred and animals became physiologically more complex, the 

brain formed and that too became more complex. At about 500 million years ago, reptiles 

were the first animals to show some type of brain structure. These early fish-like 

creatures simply had a hindbrain that controlled heartbeat, breathing, and basic motor 

functions. About 250 million years ago, the limbic system—responsible for long-term 

memory and emotion—formed. The part of the brain undergoing most recent evolution 

involves the cerebrum, which controls higher order thinking, such as decision-making, 

judgment, and emotion regulation. Just as regular evolution involved building upward 

from smaller parts, so too involved the evolution of the brain. Yet, evolution is not 

always simply adding more, but rather extending the complexity of existing structures. 

Indeed, people often quote the statistic that chimpanzees share 98% of our DNA. In terms 

of the brain, an increased rate of gene mutation in genes controlling brain growth allowed 

for the rapid evolution from primate to Homo sapien. Thus, chimpanzees may show 

similar, basic reasoning capabilities, but humans’ larger brain capacity allows for greater 

cognitive ability (chimps are pretty cute though, especially when frolicking around in 

snow gear: (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oDHcb64n-HI).  

 In the context of living, higher brain capacity lends to greater and complex 

experiences for humans. Sensation to us is much different than sensation is to a flatworm. 

Yet, a larger capacity to think, feel, and understand does not always mean that humans 

sense the world most accurately. Many of us have heard that dogs’ sense of smell is 

astronomically better than humans’. In fact, dogs have 220 olfactory receptors compared 

to only 5 million receptors in humans. Furthermore, our senses don’t always lead us to 

see what’s really there. Many of us seen that with optical illusions, our eyes can sense 

patterns that weren’t necessarily intended by the artist. Thus, our experiences are wholly 

dependent on what our body and brain can sense from our environment. After all, don’t 

people take hallucinogenic drugs to mess with how they sense the world? In a sense, we 

animals—be it frogs or lions or humans—live by our experiences that together culminate 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oDHcb64n-HI


into the most accurate interpretation of the world. Yet, we cannot metaphorically walk in 

the shoes of a frog or a lion. It is comforting to think that as we share the world 

physically with other species, we also have to some degree, a shared and simultaneously 

unique experience of the world—no matter what species. 

 

 

 

 


