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A quarter century ago the great Annaliste Fernand Braudel wrote:
“To explain how the West extended its power over the rest of the
world between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries is the essential
problem of the history of the modern world.”! In Understanding Hu-
man History (UHH), Michael Hart proposes a bold evolutionary theory
that not only resolves Braudel’s “problem,” but offers an explanation
for a myriad of other historical and contemporary issues.

Michael H. Hart was born in 1932 to a Jewish family in New York.
He received a Ph.D. in astronomy from Princeton University and pur-
sued a career as a teacher and researcher in the physical sciences. To-
day he is probably best known as a historian and social commentator.?
In his latest book he interprets world history through the lens of genes
and environment. These modes of inquiry are often closely related be-
cause over time selective pressures from the environment steer evolu-
tion.

Hart goes directly to his argument on page one by criticizing past
world histories for failing adequately to address causation (though he
does not use that term). Historians know, for example, that scientific
and technological advances produce wealth and power for those socie-
ties that create or embrace them. These advances are the products of
human intelligence. While the benefits of science and technology seem
manifest, only some cultures have been able to utilize them because

1 Fernand Braudel, Civilization and Capitalism, vol. 1, The Wheels of Commerce (New
York: Harper & Row, 1981), 134.

2 Hart’s The 100: A Ranking of the Most Influential Persons in History (New York:
Hart Publishing, 1978) was widely read and suggests that great men were the most
important agents of history. His 1996 presentation at the American Renaissance con-
ference advocated a racial partition of the United States.



114 The Occidental Quarterly, vol. 7, no. 4, Winter 2007-2008

only some groups have the intelligence to do so. Hart’s basic thesis is
that these differences in average intelligence are a major, yet over-
looked, factor in history.

Average group intelligence is not randomly distributed. Group dif-
ferences are the result of adaptations to different environments.
“IG]roups that resided for many millennia in regions with cold win-
ters gradually —through the process of natural selection—evolved
higher average intelligence than groups living in milder climates”
(UHH, p. 2). While he writes of group differences Hart does not shy
away from using the term race. In fact he devotes several chapters to
establishing the reality of race and racial differences in appearance,
intelligence, and behavior. This book is about historical agency. It
does not address the policy implications that may arise from these les-
sons from history.

In his introduction the author poses eight major, yet specific, his-
torical questions. One question is: Why, after tens of thousands of
years as hunter-gathers, did three groups of Homo sapiens independ-
ently develop agriculture within a few thousand years of each other?
This question will be considered below

Hart’s work appears to be both seminal and synthetic. His writing
is informed by the research of Richard Herrnstein and Charles
Murray, J. Philippe Rushton, and Richard Lynn and Tatu Vanhanen,
among others.3 But the author whose presence looms largest in Under-
standing Human History is probably Jared Diamond. In fact, Hart's
book can be viewed as an answer to Diamond’s strict environmental
interpretation of world history articulated in Guns, Germs, and Steel * It

3 Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray, The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class
Structure in American Life (New York: The Free Press, 1994), provides evidence of the
importance of intelligence in determining an individual’s socio-economic success. J.
Philippe Rushton, Race, Evolution, and Behavior: A Life History Perspective (New
Brunswick, N.]J.: Transaction Publishers, 1995), discusses racial differences in intelli-
gence and behavior. Richard Lynn and Tatu Vanhanen, IQ and the Wealth of Nations
(Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 2002), documents the correlation between economic de-
velopment and average group intelligence. Arthur Jensen, Edward O Wilson, and L.
L. Cavavalli-Sforza also contribute to Hart’s understanding. Readers may also sus-
pect the influence of British anthropologist Arthur Keith (Chapter 6, “Bands, and the
Dual Code of Morality”) though Hart does not acknowledge Keith and may not be
aware of his contributions.

4 Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fate of Human Societies (New York:
W. W. Norton & Company, 1997).
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may surprise some that Hart accepts many of Diamond’s environ-
mental theories. Hart, however, radically departs from the rigid egali-
tarianism of Diamond that concedes only a slight cognitive advantage
to New Guinea tribesmen.>

Professor Hart uses his broad knowledge to incorporate evolution-
ary biology, archaeology, anthropology, linguistics, and geography
into his study of history. He correctly believes that one must under-
stand human prehistory to understand human history. About a third
of the book deals with prehistory.6 To simplify Hart’s theory we can
say that the environment of the African savannah, the birthplace of
man, has produced a Homo sapiens with an average IQ of approxi-
mately 70; the middle latitudes of, say, Mesoamerica and North Af-
rica, produced an average IQ of 85-90, while the northern latitudes of
Europe and Asia produced an average IQ of 100.

So why did agriculture, and thus civilization, originate in Anatolia,
the Levant, and Mesopotamia and not with the higher 1Q peoples to
the north? Endorsing Diamond’s work, Hart believes the natural envi-
ronment is an important agent of human history. The Neolithic Revo-
lution began 10,000 years ago in the Fertile Crescent because that re-
gion had a favorable climate and native flora and fauna most condu-
cive to domestication. But even in a favorable natural environment it
takes an average group IQ of 85-90 to originate farming. This is why
the agricultural revolution occurred circa 8,000 BCE and not 48,000
BCE. At the earlier date no group of humans had sufficient intelli-
gence to conceive of domestication of plants and animals.”

Hart’s theory of history takes into account both environmental and
genetic explanations, turning the nature versus nurture debate into a
false dichotomy. He does not discount culture as an explanatory factor

5 Diamond writes that he finds racism “loathsome,” then goes on to state that he
believes New Guineans are “on the average more intelligent” than Europeans and
Americans (Guns, Germs, and Steel, 20).

¢ Traditional historiography was based almost entirely on written texts, thus his-
tory was thought to begin with the invention of writing. Today historians use many
non-textual sources: material artifacts such as artistic creations and architectural
monuments, audio/visuals, even manmade landscapes to study the past. This has
helped to blur the distinction between prehistory and history and historiography
and archaeology.

7 Hart sees agriculture based on rice developing independently in China about
9,000 years ago. In Mesoamerica farming based on maize began about 6,000 years
ago.
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either, but he characterizes it as generally “of lesser importance,”
(UHH, p. 171). Cultural change, for example, was a major reason for
the decline and fall of the Roman Empire. Hart’s objective is to add
innate group intelligence to environmental and cultural factors as a
causal agent of history. The charge of determinism is hard to make
against Hart, whereas Diamond, whose theory of world history rests
almost entirely on the effects of geography and the natural environ-
ment, leaves himself open for such criticism.

Addressing Braudel’s historical problem of European ascendancy,
Hart notes that (except for his own Ashkenazi Jews) North Asians and
Europeans are the two most intelligent peoples on earth. In early
modern times China had a huge empire densely populated by people
of relatively high average intelligence. Yet, beginning in the fifteenth
century, Europeans came to dominate the world for half a millen-
nium. Why did the East fall so far behind Europe?

Hart offers two explanations.

One is geographic and environmental. Instead of Europe’s islands
and peninsulas and maritime tradition, China is a solid continental
land mass more economically self-sufficient, more politically and cul-
turally united than Europe. Europe’s divisions led to competition and
conflict, but also progress (UHH, p. 332).

The second factor was that while North Asians may have a slightly
higher average intelligence they lack the genius of Europeans: “There
were no Chinese equivalents to Copernicus or Newton. Nor were
there any Chinese parallels to Bach, Mozart, or Beethoven; not to
Michelangelo or Leonardo da Vinci; nor to Columbus or Magellan”
(UHH, p. 266). The implication is that average group intelligence, or
general intelligence, as measured by IQ tests, can not account for all
individual or collective success. Societies need a few extraordinary in-
dividuals, iconoclastic geniuses, who propel progress. For the vast
majority, intelligence needs to be coupled with a sense of social order
and self discipline for societies to prosper.

8 According to Herrnstein and Murray even when controlling for IQ American
Whites tend to lead more ordered lives then American Blacks. They are less likely to
be incarcerated and less likely to produce illegitimate children. The authors con-
clude that the extent that these differences in behavior are genetic or cultural is not
known (The Bell Curve, Chapter 14, “Ethnic Inequalities in Relation to 1Q,” 317-40).
Hart, on the other hand, makes an explicit case for innate racial differences in behav-
ior as well as intelligence. See UHH, Chapter 18, “Behavior Differences Between the
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While North Asians may lack the individual genius of Europeans,
they have been great conquerors and rulers. Hart’s research finds the
origins of the Ottoman, Mughal, and Manchu dynasties within this
racial group. The common thread uniting these empires was a found-
ing population of Altaics, a northern Mongolian people. Cold selected
for intelligence, the ancient Altaics were composed of three main
branches: the Turkic in the west, the Munchu/Tungus in the east, and
the Mongols in the center. For over a thousand years these people sal-
lied north, south, east, and west to conquer.

According to Hart, Altaics constituted the original ethnic core of
the Huns (maybe), Bulgars, and Seljuk and Ottoman Turks. Genghis
and Kublai Khan were Mongol/ Altaic. Tamerlane was of Turkic/Al-
taic descent. “Babar (1483-1530) who was a descendant of both
Tamerlane (on his father’s side) and Genghis Khan (on his mother’s
side)” established the Mughal Empire that eventually included most
of India.? The Tunusic Manchus originated in Manchuria and con-
quered China in the seventeenth century. Over the centuries Altaic
rulers largely assimilated ethnically and culturally with their subject
peoples.

The idea of Altaic peoples creating mighty empires from east-
central Europe to the Yellow Sea and from Siberia to the Arabian Sea
is interesting. I do not believe the Altaic hypothesis originated with
Hart, but he does not attribute it to anyone else. Unfortunately, there
are only six endnotes in Chapter 39, “Northern Asia.” None of the
notes pertain to the Altaics, so the reader cannot check the author’s
sources. A lack of citations is one of several deficiencies in Understand-
ing Human History.

As erudite and intelligent as Hart is he lacks formal training in his-
toriography and geography, and it sometimes shows in his writing. A
couple of examples will suffice to make this point. Writing about
World War I, Hart claims, “the defensive power of machine guns had
been demonstrated fifty years earlier, during the American Civil
War.” While a machine gun prototype, the Gatling gun, existed at the
time of the Civil War, this early version was not a factor in that con-
flict.1 Another example is Hart’s use of political units as geographic

Races,” 126-32.

° The modern Bulgarians are a south Slavic people. The Turks, originally a Mon-
gol group, “became a Mongoloid-Caucasoid hybrid” people (UHH, 292-93, 296).

10 The source Hart cites for his statement on the use of machine gun during the
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terms. Thus, “[m]aize was introduced into the eastern USA” about
1,000 AD (UHH, p. 428). Of course eastern North America existed at
the beginning of the first millennium CE; the United States did not.
Some readers may consider such mistakes as minor, but they under-
mine the book’s credibility. Because he is challenging orthodoxy, Hart
needs all the accurate citations, authoritative sources, and correct ter-
minology he can muster.

Another criticism that can be made of Understanding Human History
is a lack of focus. Parts of the book read like the review notes for a
World Civilizations 101 course. Hart tries to encompass the entire his-
tory of the world to sustain his thesis, yet much of the information
does not directly support his theories. For instance, the relevance of
the Union of Kalmar (p. 322) to Hart’s general thesis is not clear. A
more tightly structured, closely argued, and carefully documented
book would have been more effective.

Hart has something important to say. He has been able to stretch
the theory of evolution to encompass both natural history and human
history. He writes what is called Big History. He works with bold
theoretical strokes. This is both a strength and a weakness of the book.
Big Histories are often more interesting than narrowly focused and
meticulously documented monographs. They also involve much
speculation. Ideally, a mega-history is the product of a senior scholar
who has spent his career writing those monographs that serve as the
building blocks for his magnum opus.

Thus despite some weaknesses, Hart's book makes several valid
and very important points. Historiography often neglects causality.
Traditional cultural explanations for a civilization’s success or failure
beg the question: How did cultural success or failure arise? Do certain
societies, by chance, win the cultural lottery by hitting upon the right
combination of values and institutions?

No doubt one reason for the acclaim accorded Diamond’s two most
recent books is that they deal with the issue of agency and give plau-
sible, though flawed, explanations for how world history unfolded as

Civil War was Barbara W. Tuchman, The Guns of August (New York: The MacMillan
Company, 1962). No page number is given. A journalist turned writer of popular
histories, Tuchman’s work would certainly not be considered the best source to
document such a claim. In her defense, however, this reviewer could find no men-
tion in her book of machine gun use during the American Civil War.
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it did.!! Diamond states that he wrote Guns, Germs and Steel specifically
to thwart biological arguments such as those raised by Hart. Diamond
has egalitarianism, the ideological orthodoxy of our age, on his side.
Yet, the idea that human genetic variation has broad application to the
study of human history refuses to die.

Hart’s book is directed, at least in part, at changing historiography,
the way history is researched and written. On the back cover of the
paperback edition of Understanding Human History, Henry Harpend-
ing, a professor of anthropology at the University of Utah, states:
“[Hart’s] arguments are compelling, and no honest historian or social
scientist will be able to ignore them.”

Unfortunately, in the short term I think Hart’s book will be largely
ignored by both academic and popular historians. If I were a Cynic
like Diogenes, I might say that there simply are no honest historians
today, or perhaps the problem is a lack of courage. We have already
touched upon the reasons why historians will ignore this book: Hart is
not “one of them,” an academic historian, and certain shortcomings in
form and content will be used to dismiss his work. The main reason
the book will be neglected is, of course, the taboo against the study of
racial differences. To violate this taboo is a career ender. Just ask
James Watson. Do not look for reviews of Understanding Human His-
tory in the Journal of American History or the American Historical Review,
in the New York Times or the Washington Post.

The prospect of Hart having an immediate influence on the field of
history is slight. Only revolutionary changes, not just within the disci-
pline of history, but within society as a whole, would lead to wide ac-
ceptance of Hart’'s work. There are, perhaps, some reasons to believe
that in the future Understanding Human History could be seen as a for-
mative work, a bit rough, but a useful prototype for incorporating
human evolutionary biology and psychology into historiography.

The influence of the most radical of the so called postmodernists
and deconstructionists (i.e., subjective, antiscientific leftists) has
waned over the past decade. Meanwhile, as our knowledge of human
genetics increases, it is likely that recognition of race-based differences
in average intelligence and behavior will also increase. These factors,
along with the long-term trend toward an interdisciplinary approach

1 Jared Diamond’s most recent book, another global environmental history, is
Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed (New York: Viking Penguin, 2005).
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to historiography, will lead to greater influence for the social and
natural sciences in the study of history. If these forces converge with a
greater sense of racial/cultural identity among Western scholars, then
Hart’s book will be seen as a significant contribution to understanding
human history.

Nelson Rosit holds a doctorate in history and is a frequent contributor
to The Occidental Quarterly. He writes from the upper Midwest.




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


