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YALI'S QyESTION 

W E ALL KNOW THAT HISTORY HAS PROCU;DFD VLRY DIF­

ferently for peoples from different parts of the globe. In the 

13,000 years since the end of the last Ice Age, some parts of the world 

developed literate industrial societies with metal tools, other parts devel­

oped only nonliterate societies, and still other~ retained societies 

of hunter-gatherers with stone tools. Those historical inequalities have ca'>t 

long shadows on the modern world, because the literate societies with 

metal tools have conquered or exterminated the other societies. While 

differences constitute the most basic fact of world history, the rea­

sons for them remain um:ertain and controversial. This puzzling 

of their origins was posed to me 25 years ago ill a simple, personal form. 

In July 1972 I was walking along a beach on the tropical island of New 

Guinea, where as a biologist I study bird evolution. I had already heard 

a remarkable local politician named Yali, who was touring the dis­

trict then. By chance, Yali and I were walking in the same direction on that 

day, and he overtook me. We walked together for an hour, talking during 
the whole time. 

Yali radiated charisma and energy. His eyes flashed in a 

way. He talked confidently about himself, but he also asked lots of probing 
questions and listened intently. Our conversation with a subject then 
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In every New Guinean's mind-the rapid pace of political 


'apua New Guinea, as Yali's nation is now called, was at that time still 


dministered by Australia as a mandate of the United Nations, but inde­


,endence was in the air. Yali explained to me his role in getting local peo­


,Ie to prepare for self-government. 


After a \vhile, Yali turned the conversation and began to quiz me. He 

lad never been outside New Guinea and had not heen educated 

ligh school, but his curiosity was insatiable. First, he wanted to know 

hout my work on New Guinea birds (including how much I got paid for 

:). I explained to him how different groups of birds had colonized New 

;uinea over the course of millions of ye~1fs. He then asked how the ances­

ors reached New Guinea over the last tens of thou­
ands of years, white Ellrone<1nS had colonized New GUInea 
vithin the last 200 years. 

The conversatioJl rema1l1ed friendly, evell 

e two societies that Yali and I LIS. 

wo centuries ago, all New Guineans were still 

'hat is, they still used stone tools similar to superseded in Europe 
y metal tools thousands of years ago, and they dwelt in 

ized under any centralized political authority. Whites 

1posed centralized government, and hrought material goods whose value 

ew Guineans instantly recognized, ranging from steel ,1xes, m<1tches, and 

edicines to clothing, soft drinks, and umbrellas. In New Guinea 

oods were referred to collectively ;]5 "cargo." 

of the white colonialists openly despised New Guineans as 

primitive." Even the least able of New Guinea's white "masters," as 

ere still called in 1 enjoyed a far higher standard of living than New 

uineans, higher even than charismatic politicians like Yali. Yet Yali had 

uizzed lots of whites as he was then quizzing me, and I had quizzed lots 

f New Guineans. He and I both knew perfectly well that New Guineans 

e on the average at least as slllart as Europeans. All those things must 

ve been on Yali's mind when, with yet another penetrating glance of his 

shing eyes, he asked me, "Why is it that you white people develooed so 

uch cargo and brought it to New Guinea, but we black 
rgo of our own?" 

It was a simple question that went to the heart of life as Yali experienced 

. Yes, there still is a huge difference between the lifestyle of the average 

New Guinean and that the average European or American. Comparahle 

differences separate the lifestyles of other peoples of the world as well. 

Those huge disparities must have potent causes that one micht think 

would be obvious. 

Yet Yah's apparently simple question is a difficult one to answer. I 

have an answer then. Professional historians still disagree about the solu­

most are no longer even asking the question. In the years since Yali 

I had that conversation, I have studied and written ahout orher aspects 

of human evolution. history, and language. This book. written 

years attempts to answer Yali. 

ALT H 0 U G II Y t\ Ll 's QlJ F S T ION the life-

New Guineans and of it can he extended to ;1 

set of contrasts within the modern world. Peoples of Eurasian ori­

those still living in Europe and ea"tefl1 Asia, plus those 

to North America. dominate the modern world in wealth and 

power. Other peoples, including most Africa I1S. ha ve thrown off 

colonial domination but remain far behind in wealth and power. Still 

peoples, such as the inhahitants of Australi;l. and 

;lre no longer even masters of their own lands hut 

have heen and in some cases even exterminated 

colonialists. 

incqLl~llity III the modern world can he rdormu­

lated as did wealth and power become distrihuted as 

now are, rather th;ln ill some other way? for in"tance, why weren't Native 

Africans, and Aboriginal Austr,llians the ones who decimated, 

lIgated, or exterminated Europeans and Asians? 

We can push this question b<1ck one step. As of the year A.Il. 

1500, when Europe's worldwide colonial expansion was just beginning, 

peoples on different continents already differed in technology and 

political organization. Much of Europe, Asia, and Norrh Africa was the 

site of metal-equipped states or empires, some of them on the threshold of 

industrialization. Two Native American peoples, the Aztecs and the Incas, 
ruled over with stone tools. Parts of suh-Saharan were 
divided among small states or chiefdoms with iron tools. Most other peo­

ples-including all those of Australia and New Guinea, many Pacific 
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much of the Americas, and small parts of sub-Saharan Africa­

lived as farming tribes or even still as hunter-gatherer bands using stone 
tools. 

Of course, those technological and differences as of A.D. 1500 
were the immediate cause of the modern world's inequalities. Empires with 

steel weapons were able to conquer or exterminate tribes with weapons of 

stone and wood. How, though, did the world get to be the way it was in 
A.D. ISOO? 

Once again, we can easily push this question back one step further, 

drawing on written histories and archaeological discoveries. Until the end 

of the last lee Age, around II,OOO II.C., all peoples on all continents were 

still hunter-gatherers. Different rates of development on different conti­

nents, from J1,000 B.C. to A.D. 1500, were what led to the technological 

and political inequalities of J\.D. 1500. While Ahoriginal Australians and 

many Native Americans remained hunter-gatherers, most of Eurasia and 

much of the Americas and sub-Saharan Africa gradually developed agri­
culture, herding, metallurgy, and complex 


Eurasia, and one area of the Americas, 


as well. Howevcr, each of these ncw developments appeared earlier in 
Eurasia than elsewhere. for instance, the mass production of 

was just beginning in the SOllth AmeriGm Andes in the centuries 
before A.D. 1500, was already established in parts of Eur::tsia over 

years earlier. The stOlle technology of the Tasmanians, when first encoun­

tered by European explorers in A.D. 1642, was simpler than that prevalent 

in parts of Upper Paleolithic Europe tens of thous,lnds of years ea 

Thus, we can finally rephrase the question about the modern world's 


inequalities as follows: why did hum.ln development proceed at such dif­


ferent rates on different continents? Those disparate rates constitute 

ry's broadest pattern and my book's 

While this book is thus ultimately about history and prehistory, its suh­

ject is not of just academic interest but also of overwhelming practical and 

political importance. The history of interactions among disparate peoples 

is what shaped the modern world through conquest, epidemics, and geno­
cide. Those collisions created reverberations that have still not died down 

after many centuries, and that are actively continuing in some of the 
world's most trouhled areas today. 

For example, much of Africa is still struggling with its legacies from 
recent colonialism. In other regionS-including much of Central America, 

Mexico, Peru, New Caledonia, the former Soviet Union, and parts of Indo­

nesia-civil unrest or guerrilla warfare pits still-numerous indigenous pop~ 

ulations against governments dominated by descendallts of invading 

conquerors. Many other indigenous populations--such a~ native Hawai­

ians, Ahoriginal Australians, native Siberians, and Indians in the United 

States, Canada, Brazil, Argentina, and Chile-became so reduced in num­

bers by genocide and disease that they are now greatly outnumbered by 

the descendants of invaders. Although thus incapable of mounting a civil 

war, they are nevertheless increasingly asserting their 

In addition to these current political and economic reverberations of 

past collisions among peoples, there are current linguistic reverberations­

especia lIy the impending disappearance of most of the modern world's 

6,000 surviving languages, hecoming replaced by English, Chinese, Rus­

sian, and a few other languages whose numbers of speakers havt: 

enormously in recent centuries. All thc'se problcl1Is of the modern world 

result from the different historical trajectories inmlicit ill Yali's 

BEFORE SEEKING ANSWER~ to Yali's question, we should pause to 

consider somc objections to discussing it at all. Some peoplc take offense 

at the mere posing of the question, for several reasons. 

One obJection goes as follows. If we succeed in explaining how some 

people came to dominate other people, may this not seem to justify the 

domination? Doesn't it sl:em to say that the outcome was inevitable, and 

that it would therefore be futile to try to change the outcome today? This 

objection rests on a common tendency to confuse an explanation of causes 

with a justification or acceptance of results. What use one makes of a his­

torical explanation is a question separate from the explanation itself. 

Understanding is more often used to try to alter an outcome than to repeat 

or perpetuate it. That's why psychologists try to understand the minds of 

murderers and rapists, why social historians try to understand genocide, 

why physicians try to understand the causes of human disease. Those 

investigators do not seek to justify murder, rape, genocide, and illness. 

Instead, they seek to use their understanding of a chain of causes to inter­
rupt the chain. 

Second, doesn't addressing Yali's question automatically involve a 

Eurocentric approach to history, a glorification of western Europeans, and 

an obsession with the prominence of western Europe and Europeanized 

I.''<", 
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America in the modern world? Isn't that prominence just an ephemeral 

phenomenon of the last few centuries, now fading behind the prominence 

of Japan and Southeast Asia? In fact, most of this book will deal with 

peoples other than Europeans. Rather than foclls solely on interactions 

between Europeans and non-Europe,1I1s, we shall also examine interac­

tions between different non-European peoples--cspecially those that took 

place within suh-Saharan Africa, Southeast Asia, 

Guinea, among peoples native to those areas. Far from 

of western European origin, we shall see that most basic elements of their 

civilization were developed by other peoples living elsewhere and were 

then imported to western Europe. 

don't words snch as "civilization," and phrases such as "rise of 

civilization," convey the false impression that civilization is good, tribal 

hunter-gatherers are miserable, and history for the past 13,000 years has 

involved progress toward greater human happiness? In fact, I do not 

assume that industrialized states are "better" than hu11ter-gatherer 

or that the abandonment of the hunter-gatherer lifestyle for iron-hased 

statehood represents "progress," or that it has led to ,111 increase in human 

happiness. My own impression, from having divided my life between 

United States cities and New Guinea villages, is that the so-called 

of civilization are mixed. ror example, compared with hunter-gatherers, 

citizens of modern industrialized states enjoy better medical care, lower 

risk of death by homicide, and a longer life span, hut receive much less 

social support from friendships and extended families. My motive for 

investigating these geographic differences in human societies is 110t to cele­

brate one type of society over another but simply to understand what hap­
pened in history. 

DOES YALI'S QUESTION really need another book to answer it? Don't 

we already know the answer? If so, what is it? 

Probably the commonest explanation involves implicitly or explicitly 

assuming biological differences among peoples. In the centuries after A.D. 

1500, as European explorers became aware of the wide differences among 

the world's peoples in technology and political organization, they assumed 

that those differences arose from differences in innate ability. With the rise 

of Darwinian theory, explanations were recast in terms of natural selection 

and of evolutionary descent. Technologically primitive peoples were con­

sidered evolutionary vestiges of human descent from apelike ancestors. 

The displacement of such peoples by colonists from industrialized societies 

exemplified the survival of the fittest. With the later rise of genetics, 

explanations were recast once again, in genetic terms. Europeans became 

considered genetically more intelligent than Africans, and especially more 

so than Aboriginal Australians. 

segments of Western society publicly repudiate racis1I1. Yet many 

most!) Westerners continue to accept racist explanations 

varely or subconsciously. In Japan and many other countries, such ex pla­

nations are still advanced and without Even educated 

white and Australians, when the of Austl"a­

!ian comes up, ;lSSUl11e that there is something primitive about 

the Aborigines They certainly look different from whites. 

Many of the descendants of those who sllrvi ved the era 

of colonization are now to ecOl10111 1­

in white Australian society. 

A White illlmigrants to 

de 111( lera tll" 

st,lte l)<)sed on metal rools and on iood production, all within a century 

a continent where the Aborigll1es had been living as trihal 

without met,11 for at b,st 40,000 ye'Hs. Here were two 

successive expenments in human devciopment, in which the environment 

was identical and the sole v,lriable was the people occupying th,lt environ­

ment. What further moof could be wanted to establish that the differences 

between Aboriginal Australian and societies a rose 

ences between the peoples themselves? 

The ohjection to stich racist explanations is not just that they are 

some, hut also that they are wrong. Sound evidence for the existence of 

human differences in intelligence that p,lrallel human differences in tech­

is lacking. ]n fact, as I shall explain in a moment, modern "Stone 

Age" peoples are on the average probably more intelligent, not less intelli­

gent, than industrialized peoples. as it may sound, we shall 

see in Chapter 15 that white immigrants to Australi,l do not deserve the 

credit usually accorded to them for building a literate industrialized society 

with the other virtues mentioned above. In addition, peoples who until 

recently were technologically primitive-such as Aboriginal Australians 

and New Guineans-routinely master industrial technologies when given 

opportunities to do so. 
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An enormous effort by cognitive psychologists has gone into the search 

for differences in IQ between peoples of different geographic origins now 

living in the same country. In particular, numerous white American psy­

chologists have been trying for decades to demonstrate that black Ameri­

cans of African origins are innately less intelligent than white Americans 

of European origins. Ilowever, as is well known, the peoples 

greatly in their social environment and educational opportunities. 

This fact creates double difficulties for efforts to test the 

intellectual differences underlie technological differences. 

cognitive abilities as adults are heavily influenced by the envlron­

ment that we experienced during lUllUOli. making it hard to discern any 

of preexisting genetic Second, tcsts of cognitive 

(like IQ tend to measure and not pure innate 

intelligence, whatever that is. Becau~e of those effects 

hood environment and knowledge Oil lQ test results, 

gists' efforts to date have nor succeeded in convincingly 

postulated genetic deficiency in IQs of nonwhite peoples. 

perspectivc on this controversy comes from 33 years of working 

with New Guineans in their own intact societies. From thc very beginning 

of my work with New Guineans, thcy imprcssed me as being on the aver­

age more intelligent, more alert, more cxpressive, ,lnd more interested in 

things and people around them than the averagc European or American 

is. At some tasks th~1t one might rcasonahlr suppose to rdlcct aspects of 

brain function, such as the ability to form a mClltal map of unfamiliar 

surroundings, thcy appear considerably more adept than Westerners. Of 

course, New Guineans tend to perform poorly at tasks that Westerners 

have been trained to perform since childhood and that New Guineans have 

not. Hence when unschooled New Guineans from remote villages visit 

towns, ther look stupid to Westerners. Conversely, r am constantly aware 

of how stupid I look to New Guineans when I'm with them in the jungle, 

displaying my incompetence at simple tasks (such as following a jungle 

trail or erecting a shelter) at which New Guineans have been rrained since 

childhood and 1 have not. 

It's easy to recognize two reasons why my impression that New Guin­

eans are smarter than Westerners may be correct. First, Europeans have for 

thousands of years been living in densely populated societies with central 

governments, police, and judiciaries. In societies, infectious epidemic 

diseases of dense populations (such as smallpox) were historically the 

callse of death, while rnmders were relatively uncommon and a state 

of war W,lS the exception rather than the rule. Most Europeans who 

escaped fatal infections also escaped other potential causes of death and 

proceeded to pass on their genes. T()(by, most livc-hNn Western infants 

survive fatal infections as well and reproduce themselvcs, regardless of 

their intelligellce and the genes thcy bear. In contmst, New Guineans ha ve 

been living ill societies wherc humall I1lllllhers were too low for epidemic 
Instead, tl':Hlirional New (;lIineans 

olles to esca pe thoscthan less 
traditioll;11 New Guine;l societies. However, 

from epidelllic diseases ill traditional Emopeall 

societies h;ld little to do with intelligence, ;1l1d instead involved 

resistance dependent Oil det<1ils of hody chemistry. For eX;llnple, 

with hlood p,roup B or () h;IVC ;1 gfeater rcsisr;1lllT to smallpox than do 

people with blood grollp A. Th;lt is, n;1tural selection promoting genes for 

intelhgellce has proh;1bly heell far Illore ruthless ill New Guinc,l thall in 
Ilv complex socicries, when' llatlJl'<l1 selec­

was inste;1d more potent. 

this genetic re~lS()Il, thefc is ,1150 a second reason why New 

GlI i nealls 111<1 y ha ve COl1le to he sma rter tha 11 Westerncrs. Modern Euro­
pean and Americ1I1 children spend much ot their rime being 

entcrt,lincd hy teleVIsion, r;lllio, and movies. III the average Americltl 

he TV sef is 011 for seven hours per day. In contrast, tr;lditional 

New Guint';1 children have virtually no such opportunities for passive 
of theIr waking hours activelyentertainmcnt ~lIld spend 
with other children orsomething, sllch as talking or 

emphasize the rolc ofAlmost all studies of child 
mcntal development, and stress thcstimulation and activity in 

childhood stimula­mental stunting associated with 
supe­tion. This effect slIrely contributes a nOll-genetic component to 


rior average mental function displayed by New Guineans. 


That is, in mental ability New Guineans are probably genetically supe­

rior to Westerners, and they surely are superior in escaping the 

developmental disadvantagcs under which most cbildren in industrialized 
tbere is no hint at all of any'societies now grow up. 


disadvantage of New Guineans that could serve to answer YaIi's question. 


"i"",,
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The same two genetic and childhood developmental factors are likely to 

distinguish not only New Guineans from Westerners, hut also hunter-gath­

erers and other memhers of technologically primitive societies from mem­

bers of technologically advanced societies in general. Thus, the usual racist 

assumption has to be turned on its head. Why is it that Europeans, despite 

their likely genetic disadvantage and (in modern times) their undoubted 

developmental disadvantage, ended up with much more of the cargo? Why 

did New Guineans wind up technologically primitive, despite what I 

believe to be their superior intelligence? 

AGE NET! C EXP LA N AT! 0 N isn't the only possible answer to Yali's ques­

tion. Another one, popular with inhabitants of northern Europe, invokes 

the supposed stimulatory effects of their homeland's cold climate and the 

inhibitory effects of hot, hUlllid, tropical climates on human creativity and 

energy. Perh'lps the seasonally variahle climate at high latitudes poses 

more diverse ch311enges than does a seasonally constant tropical climate. 

Perhaps cold climates reqllire one to he more technologically inventive to 

survive, because one must build a warm home and make warm clothing, 

whereas one can survive in the tropics with simpler housing and no cloth­

ing. Or the argulllent can be reversed to reach the same conclusion: the 

long winters at high latitudes leave people with Illuch time in which to sit 

indoors and invent. 

Although formerly popular, this type of explanation, too, fails to sur­

vive ~,(!·utiny. As we shall see, the peoples of northern Europe contributed 

nothing of fundamental importance to Eurasian civilization until the last 

thousand years; they simply had the good luck to li\'e at a geographic 

location where they were likely to receive advances (such as agriculture, 

wheels, writing, and metallurgy) developed in warmer parts of Eurasia. In 

the New World the cold regions at high latitude were even more of a 

human backwater. The sole Native American societies to develop writing 

arose ill Mexico south of the Tropic of Cancer; the oldest New World 

pottery comes from near the equator in tropical South America; and the 

New World society generally considered the most advanced in art, astron­

omy, and other respects was the Classic Maya society of the tropical Yuca­

tan and Guatemala in the first millennium A.D. 

Still a third type of answer to Yali invokes the supposed importance of 

lowland river valleys in dry climates, where highly productive agriculture 

depended on large-scale irrigation systems that in turn required centralized 

burea ucracies. This explanation was suggested by the undoubted fact that 

the earliest known empires and writing systems arose in the Tigris and 

Euphrates Valleys of the Fertile Crescent and in the Nile Valley of Egypt. 

Water control systems also appear to have been associated with centralized 

political organization in some other areas of the world, including the Indus 

Valley of the Indian subcontinent, the Yellow and Yangtze Valleys of 

China, the Maya lowlands of Mesoamerica, and the coastal desert of Peru. 

However, detailed archaeological studies have shown that complex irri­

gation systems did not accomfJaIlY the rise of centralized bureaucracies but 

(o/lOll'cd after a considerable lag. That is, political centralization arose for 

some other reason and then permitted construction of complex irrigation 

systems. NOlle of the crucial developments preceding political centraliza­

tion in those same parts of the world were associated with river valleys or 

with compiex Irrig,nion systellls. For example, in the Fertile Crescent food 

production and village life origlllated ill hills and mountains, not in low­

land river valleys. The Nile Valley remained a cultural backwater for about 

.1,000 years after village food production began to flourish in the hills of 

the Fertile Crescent. RIver valleys of the sOLlthwestern United States even­

tually came to support irrigation agriculture and complex societies, but 

only after many of the developments on which those societies rested had 

been imported from Mexico. The river \'alleys of southeastern Australia 

remained occupied hy tribal societies without agriculture. 

Yet another type of explanation lists the immediate factors that enabled 

Europeans to kill or conquer other peoples-especially F,uropean guns, 

infectious diseases, ~teel tools, and manufactured products. Such an expla­

nation is on the right track, as those factors demonstrahly were directly 

responsible for European conquests. However, this hypothesis is incom­

plete, because it still offers only a proximate (first-stage) explanation iden­

tifying immediate causes. It invites a search for ultimate causes: why were 

Europeans, rather than Africans or Native: Americans, the ones to end up 

with guns, the nastiest germs, and steel? 

While some progress has been made in identifying those ultimate causes 

in the case of Europe's conquest of the New World, Africa remains a big 

puzzle. Africa is the continent where protohumans evolved for the longest 

time, where anatomically modern humans may also have arisen, and 

where native diseases like malaria and yellow fever killed European 

explorers. If a long head start counts for anything, why didn't guns and 

5i,~
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steel arise first in Africa, permitting Africans and their germs to conquer 

Europe? And what accounts for the failure of Aboriginal Australians to 

pass beyond the stage of hunter-gatherers with stone tools? 

Questions that emerge from worldwide comparisons of human societies 

formerly attracted much attention from historians and geographers. The 

example of such an effort was Arnold 'I()ynbee's 12­
interested in the 

of which 22 were literate 9 

were Eurasian. He was less interested in 110nlit­

erate societies. Yet the roots of world lie far back 

10 premstory. Hence Toynhee did not pose Yali's question, nor did he come 

to grips with what I see as history's broadest pattern. Other available 

books on world history similarly tend to focus on advanced literate Eur­

asian civilizations of the last S,000 years; they ha ve a very brief treatment 

of pre-Columbian Native American civilizations, and an even briefer dis­

cussion of the rest of the world except for its recent interactions with Fur­

asian civilizations. Since Toynbee's attempt, worldwide syntheses of 
historical causation have fallen into disfavor .111l0ng most historians, as 

posing an apparently intractable problem. 

Specialists from several discinlines h,1Ve glob,ll of 

their subjects. have hccn made by 

cal geographers, anthropologists, biologists studying plant and 

animal domestication, and scholars concerned with the impact of infec­

tious diseases on history. These studies have called attention to parts of 

the puzzle, but they provide only pieces of the needed broad synthesis that 

been missing. 

there is no generally accepted answer to Yah's question. On the 

one hand, the proximate explanations are clear: some peoples 

guns, germs, steel, and other factors conferring political and economIC 

power before others did; and some peoples never developed these power 

factors at all. On the other hand, the ultimate 

tools appeared early in parts of Eurasia, late and only locally 

in the New World, and never in Aboriginal Australia-remain 

Our present lack of such ultimate explanations leaves a big 

gap, since the broadest pattern of history thus remains unexplained. Much 

more serious, though, is the moral gap left unfilled. It is perfectly obvious 

to everyone, whether an overt racist or not, that different peoples have 

fared differentlv in history. The modern United States is a European­

~ 
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molded occupymg conquered from Native Americans and 

incorporating the descendants of of sub-Saharan black Africans 

brought to America as slaves. }'lodern Europe is not a society molded by 

sub-Saharan black Africans who brought millions of Native Americans as 

slaves. 

These results arc completely lopsided: it was not the case that 51 per­

cent of the Americas, Australia, and Africa was conquered by Europeans, 

while 49 percent of Europe was conquered by Native Americans, Aborigi­

nal Australians, Of Africans. The whole modern world has been 

outcomes. Hence they must have inexorable explanations, ones 

more basic than mere details conceflling who happened to win some battle 

or develop some invention on one occasion a few thousand years ago. 

It seems logical to suppose that history's pattern reflects innate differ­

ences among people therllselves. Of course, we're taught that it's not 

to say so in public. We read of technical studies claiming to demonstrate 

inborn differences. and we also read rebuttals claiming that those 

thws. We see in our d'lily lives that some of the con­

quered peoples continue to form ceilluries the con­

quests or that this too is to be 

not to any but to social disadvantages 

and limited opportunities. 

Nevertheless, we have to wonder. We keep seeing all those glaring, per­

sistent differences in peoples' status. We're assured that the seemi:lgly 

transparent biologicll explanation for the world's 

1500 is wrong, but we're not told what the correct explanation is. Until 

we Iwve some convincing, detailed, agreed-upon explanation for the broad 

pattern of history, most people will continue to suspect that the racist bio­

explanation is correct after all. That seems to me the strongest argu­

ment for writing this book. 

AUTHORS ARE REGULARLY asked journalists to summarize a 

in one sentence. For this book, is such a sentence: "History 

followed different courses for different peoples because 

among 

of 
among peoples' environments, not of biological 
peoples themselves." 

Naturally, the notion that environmental geography and biogeography 

lfluenced societal development is an old idea. Nowadays, though, the 
"';" 
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view is not held ill esteem historians; it is considered wrong or simplis­

tic, or it is caricatured as environmental determinism and dismissed, or 

else the whole suhject of trying to understand worldwide differences is 

shelved as too difficult. Yet geography obviously has some effect on his­

tory; the open question concerns how much effect, :1nd whether geography 

can account for history's broad pattcrn. 

The time is now ripc for a fresh look at these questions, because 

new information from scientific disciplines seemingly remote from human 

history. Those disciplincs include, above <111, genetics, molecular biology, 

and biogeography as applied to crops and their wild ancestors; th(' same 

disciplines plus behavioral ecology, as applied to domestic animals and 

their wild ancestors; molecular biology of human germs and reb ted germs 

of animals; epidemiology of human diseases; human genetics; 

studies 011 all continents and nwjor islands: and siudies of 

histories of technology, writing, and political 

This diversity of disciplines poses prohlems for would be authors of a 

book aimed at answering Yali's question. The author IlI11SI possess a range 

of expertise spanning the ahove disciplines, so t1ut relcv;lnt advances G1I1 

be synthesized. The history ;md prehistory of each continent mu~t he 5i111l­

synthesized. The book's subject nLltter is history, but the approa..:h is 

that of science-in particular, that of historical sciences such as evolution­

ary biology and geology. The author mllst understand from flrslhand expe­

rience a range of hu l11;ln societ ies, from h unter-gathe rer s(KH'ties to 

modern space-age civilizations_ 

requirements seem at tlrst to del11;1l1d a 1l1ulti-;luthor work. Yet 

that approach would be doomed frOI11 the outset, because the essence of 

the problem is to develop a unified synthesis. Thai consideration dictalc~ 

single authorship, despite ;111 the difficulties that it poses. Illevitably, that 

single author will have to sweat copiollsly in order to assimilate m;1teria 

from many disciplines, and will require guidance from m<1lly colleagucs. 

My background had led me to several of these disciplines even before 

Yali put his question to me in 1972. My mother is ;1 teacher and linguist; 

my father, a physician specializing in the genetics of childhood diseases. 

Because of my father's example, I went through school expecting to 

become a physician. 1 had also become a fanatical bird-watcher by the age 

to obtain a 

research. However, throughout my school and 

training was mainlv in lanl.!:uae.es. historv. and 

years, my 

Even after deciding 

my Ph,D. in 1961, have mySince 

research 

first year of graduate 

between two fields: molecular physiology on one hand, 

biology and biogeography on the other hand. As an unfore­

for the purposes of this hook, evolutionary biology is a histori ­

science forced to use methods different from those of the b 
sciences. That experience has made the difficulties in devising a 

approach to human history familiar to me. Living in Europe from J 958 to 

1962, among European friends whose lives had been brutally traumatized 

20th-century European history, made me start to think more 

a bOllt how chains of ca uses opera te in history's 

For the last 33 YCCHS my flcldwork as all evolutiolldrv biologist has 
me into dose contact with a wide range of human societies. 

which I have studied III South America, south­

ern Africa, Indonesia, Australia, and especially New ClIlI1e;). Throu\!h liv­

ing with native peoples become bmiliar with many 

technologically 

on stone lOols. Thus, what most literate people wOllld consllier strange 


are for me the most vivid part of mv life. 


New Guinea, thou!!h it accounts for only a sl11:111 fmction of the world\' 


area, enCOl11p;lSSes a fraction or its hll111;1n 

Of the modern world's to New 

Guinea. In the course of my work on New Guinea birds, my interests ill 

were rekindled, hy the to elicit lists of local names of bird 

species in nearly 100 of those New Guinea 

Out of all those interests grew my most recent book, a nontechnical 

account of human evolution entitled The Thid Chimpanzee. I.ts Chapter 

14, called" Accidental Conquerors," sought to understand the outcome 

of the encounter between Europeans and Native Americans. After I had 

completed that book, I realized that other modern, as well as 

encounters between peoples raised similar queslions. I saw that the ques­

of seven. It was thus an easy step, in my last undergraduate year at univer­ tion with which I had wrestled in that Chapter 14 was in essence the ques­

sity, to shift from my initial goal of medicine to the goal of biological , tion Yali had asked me in 1 merely transferred to a different part of,' 
., "I,,';: 

"I
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