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Guns, Germs, and Steel & Human Natures 

 

 

Around 77,000 years ago in Sumatra, Indonesia a volcano came to life and catastrophically 

exploded.  This was not a run-of-the-mill eruption, but a "super eruption" and it is recognized as one 

of Earth's largest known explosive events. This super-volcanic blast plunged the planet into a 6 to 10 

year volcanic winter, which resulted in the world's human population being reduced, by some 

estimations, to a mere 1,000 breeding pairs, creating a bottleneck in human evolution ("Lake Toba," 

2010).  Because of this event, the human population lost most of its genetic diversity.  In fact, we are 

far less diverse than most species on the planet (“Human,” 2010).  Looking at the vast differences we 

have as individuals as well as culturally, it is hard to see how there can be such homogeneity in the 

human race.  The books Guns, Germs, and Steel and Human Natures look closely at these questions 

and provide some answers to apparent human and cultural differences, but theirs is a myopic view 

that leaves us with many questions. 

With Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies, Jared Diamond reviews human 

history and the effects of geography, demography, and ecology on its evolution.  Diamond’s claim is 

that gaps between human societies are due to environmental influences and are not caused by 

genetics.  He asserts that no ethnic group is superior to another and that advancements in any given 

society are due to the location of that society.  He is a strict environmentalist and does not allow for a 

genetic contribution to differences in literacy, technology, or any other advancement between groups 

of people.  Assuming that all human groups have a pure innate intelligence which is identical, 

Diamond claims that the development of a society is dependent not upon wise cultural practices, but 

instead upon factors such as the quantity and type of plants and animals in its region and any 

obstacles to travel.   

In Human Natures:Genes, Cultures, and the Human Prospect, Paul Ehrlich disputes the 

claim that genes solely determine our behavior.  He contends that human nature is not singular, but 
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indeed it is multifaceted.  Although we humans share a genetic code with a limited number of minor 

differences, we are unique because of the culture and environment in which we develop.  Our genes 

give us a common genetic base, but outside factors lead to a multitude of differences (we cannot 

pretend that race has any biological significance).  This role of nurture in our cultural evolution is 

quite complex.  Ehrlich contends that through our biological inheritance, we have many possibilities 

yet it is through our interactions with our environment that specific traits emerge.  Furthermore, if 

these emerging traits are vital to our survival, then the genes associated with them become more 

likely to be present in the future. However, he claims that science has given us little insight on how 

genes influence behavior and submits an argument that scientists must expand their perspectives 

beyond just the genetic components that shape us to include other forces at play namely our culture 

and the environment. 

  Both these authors seem to be strongly influenced by Marxist philosophy.  Much of Marx’s 

emphasis is on “class” and how the misguided capitalistic system has given rise to class conflict.  In 

modern-day United States, it seems fitting to replace the term “class” with “race” keeping in mind 

Marx gave his own interpretation of what can be defined as a class. He believed that a class is formed 

when its members achieve class consciousness and solidarity (in the western world that definition 

probably fits better for race than class).  The ultimate goal of this philosophy is to break up the 

artificial bonds that constitute a class and form a new classless society (read raceless society).  Or as 

Ehrlich quotes Marx, “class struggle would lead to an eventual withering away of the coercive arm of 

the state and start a new history.” 

Both of these books have the same basic agenda and that is to point out that any separation of 

individuals/societies into haves and have-nots is a result of factors other than genetics or racial 

makeup.  In other words, the concept of “race” should be eliminated.  Ehrlich states that “attempts to 

treat divisions of humanity based primarily on skin color as natural evolutionary units have always 

been, and still are nonsensical.”  Even more telling, a quick look at the Guns, Germs, and Steel’s 
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index shows no mention of the word “race” and clearly Diamond’s goal is to move us away 

from genetic determinism to "geographical determinism." 

When I first started teaching sociology, I noticed during a review of textbooks that all the 

current texts proclaimed with certainty that “race” did not exist and that it was merely a “social 

construct” (although paradoxically racism was alive and well).  It seemed Orwellian to me that a 

concept that had been with us for centuries suddenly became taboo and was not to be spoken of or 

taught.  I researched this race denial and traced much of the origin to a 1972 paper by self-proclaimed 

Marxist, Richard Lewontin, which claimed that the genetic variability within groups was greater than 

between groups.  This paper has been cited by a spate of books regarding the non-existence of race 

including Ehrlich’s Human Natures.  Unfortunately for these authors, Lewontin’s premise has been 

thoroughly deconstructed in paper by A.W.F. Edwards entitled “Human Genetic Diversity: 

Lewotin’s Fallacy.”  Edwards does confirm Lewontin’s claim regarding examining the frequency of 

individual loci between individuals, however, when more loci are taken into account, the accuracy of 

classifying individuals into different racial groups approaches 100 percent (Edwards, 2003).  This 

should not be a surprise to anyone who follows crime scene forensic investigations, which almost 

always realize the race of the perpetrator if DNA is left behind.  Since it is possible to construct a 

meaningful notion of race based on genetic differences, Ehrlich’s claim that “race is biologically 

meaningless” seems politically motivated. 

If we put race and genetics back on the table, it does not discount Diamond’s contention that 

geography plays a pivotal role in development.  Certainly, island nations would have been at an 

extreme disadvantage when it came to natural resources, farming, and animal domestication.  In 

South America, the Incas were able to accomplish one of the greatest engineering feats in the ancient 

world--the Inca road system.  This road system is over 25,000 miles and some of it over 16,000 feet 

in elevation.  This was all done without the benefit of the horse, so it is hard to imagine how far they 

could have progressed if they had animals with stronger backs than llamas available for 
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domestication.   While it is easy to see how some societies were handicapped as a result of lack of 

resources, it is harder to see this with others. (Besides, I thought it was Marxist rhetoric to describe 

the colonialist as having exploited the third world nations for all their natural resources.)  Africa for 

example, has abundant resources, but because those resources were not utilized Diamond dismisses 

them.  For example, of the 51 mammalian candidates for domestication in Sub-Saharan Africa all are 

rejected as being unviable.  Granted that domestication of animals is difficult work and requires a 

commitment that lasts generations all while risking life and limb to select out for aggressiveness, but 

can we say for certain that domestication of any of those 51 animals was not possible? 

The most overlooked variable in Guns, Germs, and Steel is the whims of culture.  For 

example, take Europe and Asia in the 15th century.  Both were at similar levels of development 

(although Asia was ahead in most respects).  On both continents they processed steel and farmed the 

land; they wrote books and built sailing ships.  But suddenly, China made it a crime to even go to sea 

in a multi-masted ship.  In the process, they destroyed their Navy, books on voyages, and manuals on 

ship building. Diamond gives several reasons for this occurrence, but the most probable was the 

Chinese court weighing the benefits of trading with foreign powers verses the benefits of social 

purity in isolationism and the latter winning out.  That single decision was a pivotal moment for 

China and had isolationism not prevailed history would have been very different and it would have 

had nothing to do with guns, germs or steel. 

When we look at the individual and the affect of genes verses culture, Ehrlich clearly comes 

down on the side of culture.  Having my master’s degree in neuroscience, one of the arguments that 

jumped out was the idea of a “gene shortage.”  He contends that the number of synapses in the 

human brain is far greater than the number of genes (i.e., there is a shortage) and therefore, genes 

cannot possibly be responsible for behavior.  Actually genes are very powerful and when a gene is 

needed the DNA splits and messenger RNA synthesizes varying amounts of protein and even 

different types of protein in some cases. All this can have a profound effect on the brain and how it is 
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wired.  For example, a single gene that codes protein for the myelin sheath could determine the speed 

that signals would propagate in all those trillions of synapses! (“Myelin,” 2010).  Similarly, small 

numbers of genes could influence levels of neurotransmitters found in billions of synaptic clefts in 

the brain.  In short, a small number of genes have the possibility of creating a large effect on 

behavior. 

Both of these books take us on a nature vs. nurture debate and both come down strongly on 

the side of nurture (or in Diamond’s case maybe it is better to say geography).  They present strong 

arguments, but both are tainted with bias.  Jared Diamond’s objectivity can be questioned with his 

romanticized views of indigenous cultures: "modern stone-age people are on the average probably 

more intelligent not less intelligent than industrialized peoples" or “New Guineans...on average are 

more intelligent, more alert, more expressive, and more interested in things and people around them 

than the average European or American” (Diamond, 1999).  Paul Ehrlich is prone to taking extreme 

positions as well: “in the 1970s and 1980s hundreds of millions of people will starve to death in spite 

of any crash programs embarked upon now” (Ehrlich, 1970) or “as global temperatures rise...The 

Supreme Court would be flooded.  You could tie your boat to the Washington Monument” (“Climate 

of Bias,” 2010).  Ehrlich continues with these extreme views by completely ignoring mounting 

scientific evidence of the importance of genes in regard to behavior and dismisses any such role they 

may have as trivial.  It seems Ehrlich is less interested in being a scientist and more interested in 

being a social philosopher where he can lay out his vision of how society should operate.  Clearly the 

forces that shape an individual and a culture’s destiny are complex and varied.  Diamond and Ehrlich 

open doors to some possibilities, but the door is not opened wide enough.  Reflecting back on the 

super-volcanic event that nearly wiped humanity off the face of the earth, one can see how vulnerable 

the human race is.  When the next such event happens, it would be preferable to have more diversity 

in the human population and not a Marxist ideal that we are all the same. 
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