a summary of human history that can be accounted, for the time being,
as Darwinian in its authority.” —Thomas M. Disch, New Leader

“A wonderfully engrossing book. ... Jared Diamond takes us on an
exhilarating world tour of history that makes us rethink all our ideas
about ourselves and other peoples and our places in the overall scheme
of things.” = —Christopher Ehret, Professor of African History, UCLA

“Jared Diamond masterfully draws together recent discoveries in fields of

inquiry as diverse as archaeology and epidemiology, as he illuminates

how and why the human societies of different continents followed widely
divergent pathways of development over the past 13,000 years.”

—Bruce D. Smith, Director, Archaeobiology Program,

Smithsonian Institution

“The question, ‘Why did human societies have such diverse fates?” has
usually received racist answers. Mastering information from many differ-
ent fields, Jared Diamond convincingly demonstrates that head starts and
local conditions can explain much of the course of human history. His
impressive account will appeal to a vast readership.”

—Luca Cavalli-Sforza, Professor of Genetics, Stanford University
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C He west?’
fali's Queston * WPy

Y ALI’S QUESTION WENT TO THE HEART OF THE CURRENT

human condition, and of post-Pleistocene human history. Now that
we have completed this brief tour over the continents, how shall we
answer Yali? . - .

I would say to Yali: the striking differences between the long-term his-
tories of peoples of the different continents have been due not to innate
differences in the peoples themselves but to differences in their environ-
ments. I expect that if the populations of Aboriginal Australia and Eurasia
could have been interchanged during the Late Pleistocene, the original
Aboriginal Australians would now be the ones occupying most of the
Americas and Australia, as well as Eurasia, while the original Aboriginal
Eurasians would be the ones now reduced to downtrodden population-
fragments in Australia, One might at first be inclined to dismiss this asser-
tion as meaningless, because the experiment is imaginary and my claim
about its outcome cannot be verified. But historians are nevertheless able
to evaluate related hypotheses by retrospective tests. For instance, one can
examine what did happen when European farmers were transplanted to
Greenland or the U.S. Great Plains, and when farmers stemming ultimately
from China emigrated to the Chatham Islands, the rain forests of Borneo,
or the volcanic soils of Java or Hawaii. These tests confirm that the same
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ancestral peoples either ended up extinct, or returned to living as hunter-
gatherers, or went on to build complex states, depending on their environ-
ments. Similarly, Aboriginal Australian hunter-gatherers, variously trans-
planted to Flinders Island, Tasmania, or southeastern Australia, ended up
extinct, or as hunter-gatherers with the modern world’s simplest technol-
ogy, or as canal builders intensively managing a productive fishery,
depending on their environments.

Of course, the continents differ in innumerable environmental features
affecting trajectosies of human societies. But a mere laundry list of every
possible difference docs not constitute an answer to Yali’s question. Just
four sets of differences appear to me to be the most important ones.

The first set consists of continental differences in the wild plant and
animal species available as starting materials for domestication, That’s
because food production was critical for the accumulation of food sur-
pluses that could feed non-food-producing specialists, and for the buildup
of large populations enjoying a military advantage through mere numbers
even before they had developed any technological or political advantage.
For both of those reasons, all developments of economically complex,
socially stratified, politically centralized societies beyond the level of small
nascent chiefdoms were based on food production.

But most wild animal and plant species have proved unsuitable for
domestication: food production has been based on relatively few species
of livestock and crops. It turns out that the number of wild candidate
species for domestication varied greatly among the continents, because of

differences in continental areas and also {in the case of big mammals) in
Late Pleistocene extinctions. These extinctions were much more severe in
Australia and the Americas than in Eurasia or Africa. As a result, Africa
ended up biologically somewhat less well endowed than the much larger
Eurasia, the Americas still less so, and Australia even less so, as did Yali’s
New Guinea (with one-seventieth of Eurasia’s area and with all of its origi-
nal big mammals extinct in the Late Pleistocene).

On each continent, animal and plant domestication was concentrated
in a few especially favorable homelands accounting for only a smalt frac-
tion of the continent’s total area. In the case of technological innovations
and political institutions as well, most societies acquire much more from
other societies than they-invent themselves. Thus, diffusion and migration
within a continent contribute importantly to the development of its socie-
ties, which send in the long runto share each other’s developments {insofar
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as environments permit) because of the processes illustr: i i
fomT by Maori New Zealand’s Musket Wars. That i:t::;inens'::hi:il:;?ll:
lackmg- an advantage either acquire it from societies possessing it or (if

- they fail to do so) are replaced by those other societies. !

. Hence a second set of factors consists of those affecting rates of diffu-
sion and migration, which differed greatly among continents. They were
most rapid in Eurasia, because of its east-west major axis and its relativel
modest ecological and geographical barriers. The reasoning is strmghtfo:
w?rd for movements of crops and livestock, which depend strongly on
cl.lmate and hence on latitude. But similar reasoning also applies to the
diffusion of technological innovations, insofar as they are best suited with-
out modification to specific environments. Diffusion was slower in Africa
anq especially in the Americas, because of those continents’ north-south
ma]c')r' axes and geographic and ecological barriers. It was also difficult in
1:1'.h;h¢:‘u'noual N.ew Guinea, where rugged terrain and the long backbone of
msmr::;um t1i::t)'$eme¢:l any significant progress toward political and

Related to these factors affecting diffusion wizhin continents is a third
set of factors inflaencing diffusion befween continents, which may also
help build up a local pool of domesticates and technology. Ease of inter-
continental diffusion has varied, because some continents are more iso-
lated 'than others. Within the last 6,000 years it has been easiest from

Eurasia to sub-Saharan Africa, supplying most of Africa’s species of live-

stock.. But interhemispheric diffusion made no contribution to Native

America’s complex societies, isolated from Eurasia at low latitudes by

Proad oceans, and at high latitudes by geography and by a climate suitable

just for hunting-gathering. To Aboriginal Australia, isolated from Eurasia

by the water barriers of the Indonesian Archipelago, Eurasia's sole proven
contribution was the dingo. '

The fourth and last set of factors consists of continental differences in
area or tt.:tal population size. A larger area or population means more

potential inventors, more competing societies, more innovations available

to iadopt—and more pressure to adopt and retain innovations, because
societies failing to do so will tend to be eliminated by competing societies

'I.'ha}t fate befell African pygmies and many other hunter-gatherer popula:

tions displaced by farmers. Conversely, it also befell the stubborn, conser-

vative Gree'rﬂand Norse farmers, replaced by Eskimo hunter-gatherers
rhoo;e subsistence methods and technology were far superior to those of

' e e alf’{,ﬂ
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the Norse under Greenland conditions. Among the world’s landmasses,
area and the number of competing societies were largest for Eurasia, much
smaller for Australia and New Guinea and especially for Tasmania. The
Americas, despite their large aggregate area, were fragmented by geogra-
phy and ecology and functioned effectively as several poorly connected
smaller continents.

Those four sets of factors constitute big environmental differences that
can be quantified objectively and that are not subject to dispute. While one
can contest my subjective impression that New Guineans are on the aver-
age smarter than Eurasians, one cannot deny that New Guinea has a much
smaller area and far fewer big animal species than Eurasia. But mention
of these environmental differences invites among historians the label “geo-
graphic determinism,” which raises hackles. The label seems to have
unpleasant connotations, such as that human creativity counts for noth-
ing, or that we humans are passive robots helplessly programmed by cli-
mate, fauna, and flora. Of course these fears are misplaced. Without
human inventiveness, all of us today would still be cutting our meat with
stone tools and eating it raw, like our ancestors of a million years ago. All
humaan socicties contain inventive people. It’s just that some environments
provide more starting materials, and more favorable conditiens for utiliz-
ing inventions, than do other environments.

Tasese answERs TO Yali’s question are longer and more complicated
than Yali himse!f would have wanted. Historians, however, may firid them
too brief and oversimplified. Compressing 13,000 years ot fnstory o all 3§
continents into a-400-page book works out to an average of about one
2150 years, making brevityand simplification inevi-
table. Yet the compressiomrhrings a compepsating benefit: iong-term com-~
parisons of regions yield insights that’cannot be won from short-term s
studies of single societies.
Naturally, a host of issues ali’s question remain unresolved. i3
At present, we can pu forward some partial answers plus a research
agenda for the e, rather than a fully developed theory. The challenge. -‘;
now is to devélop human history as a science, on a par ith acknowledged
historical sciences such as astronomy, geology, and evolutiona £
ehce it seems appropriate to conclude this book by looking to'the future 4
of the discipline of history, and by outlining some of the unresolved issues.. 1
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Eurasia: which disq
what has selected for
tive data should also be
gesting differing rates of di
Americas, and Africa.

Assconn EXTENSION will be td\smaller geographic scales and shorter
time t:.calw than those of this or instance, the following obvious
question has probably occ to|readers already: why, within Eurasia
were Erzropean societies, rather than those\of the Fertile Crescent or Chins:
T)r India, the ones that colonized erica and Australia, took the lead
in technology, and politicafly and omically dominant in the
modern world? A historian who had lived at an time between 8500 B.C
apd A.D. 1450, and who had tried then to predjct historical traecto-
r'ies, would surely bave labeled Eurppe’s eventual dominance as the] least
likely outc.ome, use Europe was|the most backward of those three Old
\Iﬂorld regions for most of those 10,000 years. From 8500 B.c. until the
tise of Greece/and then Italy after B.C., almost ali major innovations
in western Eurasia—animal domestication, plant domestication, writing,
metallurgy, wheels, states, and so o ose in or near the F ,Cresoent
Until the' proliferation of water mills after about a.n. 900, Furope west 01:
north of the Alps contributed nothing of significance to Old World tech-
nology or ;iu'rﬂizaﬁon; it was instead a recipient of developments from the
ea Mediterranean, Fertile C , and China. Even from A.p. 1
1450 dw ﬂow of science and ology was predominandy in



default

default

default

default

default

default

default

default


