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Abstract 

Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies by Jared 

Diamond is an expansive analysis of the factors that have shaped the 

development and dominance of human civilizations throughout history. 

Diamond argues that geography, environmental factors, and the 

availability of domesticable plants and animals—rather than biological 

differences between populations—are the primary reasons for the 

divergent development of societies across the world. His book posits 

that the unequal distribution of guns, germs, and steel enabled some 

civilizations to conquer others, leading to the global patterns of power 

and technology that exist today. This article provides an in-depth 

exploration of Diamond’s thesis, examining the historical, 

environmental, and social science perspectives that underpin his 

arguments. Additionally, it critiques the book’s interpretations and 

discusses its lasting impact on anthropology, history, and geography. 

  
This article is an open access article 
distributed   under   the   terms   and 
conditions of the Creative Commons 
Attribution (CC BY) license 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0 

 

Keywords: Jared Diamond, Guns Germs and Steel, human civilization, 

agriculture, geography, environmental determinism, technological 

innovation, global inequality, colonization, societal development, 

conquest, anthropology, domestication, natural resources, infectious 

disease, Eurasia, New World, cultural evolution, historical ecology. 

 

  

https://kjmr.com.pk/kjmr


KJMR VOL.1 NO. 2 (2024) GUNS, GERMS... 

   

7 
 

Introduction 

Guns, Germs, and Steel by Jared Diamond, first 

published in 1997, has sparked widespread 

debate and discussion within academic circles 

and beyond, due to its provocative thesis on the 

causes of global inequality. Diamond's central 

question is deceptively simple: Why did some 

societies develop advanced technology, 

powerful political systems, and expansive 

empires, while others remained technologically 

limited and were often subject to conquest and 

domination? His answer lies not in differences 

in intelligence, culture, or biology but in 

environmental factors—particularly the 

geographic distribution of resources, 

domesticable animals, and plants—that shaped 

the opportunities for human development in 

different regions. 

The title itself encapsulates the three main 

factors that, according to Diamond, have 

determined the fates of human societies: guns, 

which represent military technology; germs, 

referring to the diseases that wiped out 

indigenous populations during European 

colonization; and steel, symbolizing the 

technological and industrial advances that 

allowed certain societies to dominate others. 

Diamond’s book integrates research from 

diverse fields, including biology, anthropology, 

geography, and history, to explain why 

civilizations in Eurasia came to dominate global 

history, while others in Africa, the Americas, 

and Australasia lagged behind. 

This article will explore the key arguments 

presented in Guns, Germs, and Steel, breaking 

down Diamond’s interpretation of human 

history through the lens of environmental 

determinism. We will also address some of the 

critiques and limitations of his approach, and 

examine how this influential work has shaped 

modern understandings of societal development, 

colonialism, and inequality. 

 

The Argument: Geography and Human 

History 

At the core of Guns, Germs, and Steel is the 

theory that geography and environment are the 

most important factors determining the 

trajectory of human history. Diamond begins by 

outlining the “ultimate” and “proximate” causes 

that shaped human societies. Ultimate causes 

refer to deep, environmental factors, such as the 

availability of domesticable plants and animals. 

Proximate causes include guns, germs, and 

steel—factors that directly led to European 

global dominance in the modern era. According 

to Diamond, ultimate causes are the underlying 

reasons why certain societies advanced more 

rapidly than others. 

The Role of Agriculture and Domestication 

The transition from hunter-gatherer societies to 

agricultural societies was a pivotal moment in 

human history. Diamond argues that the “Fertile 

Crescent,” located in modern-day Southwest 

Asia, was uniquely situated to become the 

birthplace of agriculture due to its abundance of 

wild plants that could be domesticated, such as 

wheat and barley, as well as animals like sheep, 

goats, and cattle. Agriculture allowed for food 

surpluses, which led to population growth, 

specialization of labor, and eventually, the 

development of complex societies. 

Eurasia's east-west axis also facilitated the 

spread of crops and animals across similar 

latitudes, where climates and day lengths were 

consistent. This is in contrast to the north-south 

orientation of Africa and the Americas, where 

ecological barriers such as deserts and 

rainforests made the diffusion of agricultural 

practices much more difficult. 

Germs and Infectious Diseases 

Diamond places considerable emphasis on the 

role of infectious diseases in shaping history, 

particularly in the context of European 

colonization. Many of the diseases that 
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devastated indigenous populations in the 

Americas, such as smallpox, measles, and 

influenza, originated in domesticated animals in 

Eurasia. Over time, populations in these regions 

developed immunity, while isolated populations 

in the Americas and Australasia had no such 

protection. When Europeans arrived in the New 

World, their germs decimated indigenous 

populations, making conquest easier. 

The unequal distribution of germs, Diamond 

argues, is largely a product of geography. 

Eurasia, with its vast array of domesticated 

animals, was a breeding ground for zoonotic 

diseases, while regions like the Americas lacked 

similar species capable of transmitting diseases 

to humans. 

The Development of Technology: Guns and 

Steel 

Diamond also explains how geography 

influenced the development of technology, 

including weapons and metallurgy. Access to 

natural resources such as iron ore and the ability 

to manipulate it through complex metallurgical 

processes allowed Eurasian societies to develop 

advanced weaponry—most notably, steel 

swords and guns. These technological 

advantages enabled them to conquer less 

technologically advanced societies. The 

availability of horses in Eurasia also gave 

certain groups a military edge, allowing for the 

rapid expansion of empires through cavalry 

warfare. 

 

 

 

Graph 1: Key Stages of Human 

Development 

Stage Geographic Influence 

Domestication of 

Plants 

Fertile Crescent, abundant 

with domesticable crops. 

Domestication of 

Animals 

Eurasia’s diversity of large, 

domesticable mammals. 

Agricultural 

Societies 

Food surpluses lead to 

specialized labor and 

technology. 

Spread of 

Diseases 

Eurasians develop immunity 

from zoonotic diseases. 

Metallurgy and 

Weapons 

Access to iron ore fuels 

technological dominance. 
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Graph 2: Geographic Distribution of 

Domesticable Species 

Region 
Domesticable 

Plants 

Domesticable 

Animals 

Fertile 

Crescent 

Wheat, barley, 

lentils 

Sheep, goats, 

cattle, pigs 

Sub-Saharan 

Africa 

Sorghum, 

millet, yams 

Fewer 

domesticable 

animals 

Mesoamerica 
Maize, beans, 

squash 
Turkeys 

Australasia 

Limited 

domesticable 

plants 

Few large 

domesticable 

animals 

 

Critiques of Guns, Germs, and Steel: 

Limitations and Oversights 

While Guns, Germs, and Steel has been widely 

praised for its ambitious scope and 

interdisciplinary approach, it has also faced 

criticism. Some scholars argue that Diamond’s 

emphasis on geography and environmental 

determinism downplays the importance of 

human agency, culture, and social structures. By 

focusing primarily on material factors, critics 

suggest that Diamond oversimplifies the 

complexities of history and fails to adequately 

address the roles of politics, religion, and 

individual decision-making in shaping human 

societies. 

Additionally, some have argued that Diamond’s 

thesis implies a certain inevitability to European 

dominance, which can be problematic when 

discussing colonialism and its legacies. While 

Diamond emphasizes that no one group of 

people is inherently superior to another, his 

framing can inadvertently suggest that the 

course of history was a foregone conclusion 

based on geographic and environmental factors 

alone. 

Another critique focuses on Diamond’s lack of 

attention to post-colonial perspectives. Although 

he addresses the devastating impact of European 

germs on indigenous populations, his analysis 

tends to focus more on how these factors shaped 

European success rather than how they 

contributed to the destruction of indigenous 

cultures. 

 

 

Graph 3: Proximate and Ultimate 

Causes of Societal Development 

Ultimate Causes Proximate Causes 

Geography (East-West 

Axis) 

Development of guns 

and steel weapons 

Availability of 

domesticable plants 

Spread of infectious 

diseases 

Domestication of Rise of centralized 
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Ultimate Causes Proximate Causes 

animals political systems 

 

Summary: 

Guns, Germs, and Steel remains a cornerstone 

in the discussion of global inequality and the 

development of human societies. Jared 

Diamond’s theory of environmental 

determinism offers a compelling explanation for 

why Eurasian societies were able to dominate 

much of the world, thanks to their early access 

to agriculture, domesticable animals, and 

favorable geography. By examining the role of 

infectious diseases, technological innovation, 

and resource distribution, Diamond provides a 

comprehensive framework for understanding the 

fates of different human populations. 

However, the book is not without its limitations. 

Critics argue that Diamond’s emphasis on 

geography reduces the role of human culture, 

politics, and agency in shaping history. Despite 

these critiques, Guns, Germs, and Steel 

continues to influence how we think about the 

origins of inequality and the factors that drive 

societal development. 
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