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The Great Divide: A 
Bigger Picture

Henry Harpending

Origins of Industrial 
Revolution: Genetics?

•Genetic models useful because there is theory

•Quantitative genetics, i.e. AgSci 101, works well

•r=h2s

•Humans used quantitative genetics to make 
maize, wheat, guernseys, beagles, etc.

•They never knew the genes involved, mostly still 
don’t

Aa

AA

aa

pooled

Breeder’s Equation

r=h2s

r = response to selection
h2 = heritability
s = selection differential
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Homicide Decline
• Decline by a factor of 20 in 800 years, from 50 to 2.5 

per hundred thousand!

• Treat lethal violence as a quantitative trait with a 
threshold, this decline corresponds to a change of 0.7 
sd!

• Like a decline of 2 in. in stature in 800 years, about .
02 sd per generation!

• If trait heritability is 50%, this corresponds to the 
most violence prone 4% of the population failing to 
reproduce each generation!



Two Normals .6sd Apart

Hypothetical distributions of
aversion to violence: distributions

are 0.62 sds apart

Old New



Left Edge of Two Normals

4.0 3.8 3.6 3.4 3.2 3.0 2.8 2.6

"Old" distribution
of aversion to

violence

"New" distribution

Threshold for
homicide



Change of .6 sd


•Comparable to change of 1.5-2 inches in 
stature


•In 600 years this is .025 sds per 
generation



Has it Happened Many 
Times?


•Pax Romana may have had similar effects


•Augustus’s pleas and demands for more 
birth


•Rapid spread of Christianity


•“Turn the other cheek”


•Cordial welcome to the Barbarians



The Roman State and 
Genetic Pacification


Peter Frost 
Université Laval

This perspective is applied here to the Roman state, specifically to 
the behavioral and ideological changes that coincided with its 
internal war against banditry and other forms of entrepreneurial 
violence. By late imperial times, this effort had succeeded so well 
that the Romans saw themselves as being inherently less violent 
than the ‘barbarians’ beyond their borders. In creating a pacified 
and submissive population, the Empire also became conducive to 
the spread of Christianity—a religion of peace and submission. In 
sum, the Roman state imposed a behavioral change that over time 
altered the mix of genotypes, thus facilitating a subsequent 
ideological change.



The Pax Romana punished those men who had previously enjoyed high reproductive 
fitness, i.e., the latrones. First, their access to resources, including women, was cut off 
through ostracism. They became non-persons without the rights of other lawbreakers. “The 
person stigmatized with the label of bandit did not have normal access to courts for 
judgements, a marriage was declared to be null and void if one of the partners was 
discovered to be a latro, and so on” (Shaw, 1984, pp. 22-23).  The stigma even survived 
death, as indicated by Galen, a second-century physician: 
!

On another occasion we saw the skeleton of a bandit lying on rising ground by the 
roadside. He had been killed by some traveller repelling his attack. None of the 
local inhabitants would bury him, but in their hatred of him were glad enough to 
see his body consumed by the birds which, in a couple of days, ate his flesh, 
leaving the skeleton as if for medical demonstration. 
[Galen. On Anatomical Procedures 1.2] (Shaw, 1984, p. 5) 
!

Second, the Roman state made violence against individuals an offense against the 
community. All citizens were given access to law courts and, more importantly, the courts 
could enforce their decisions (Liebeschuetz, 2006, p. 40). In the case of latrones, justice 
was summary and procedure minimal. Punishment likewise set them apart from other 
criminals, being typically a death sentence by one of the brutal methods allowed: throwing 
to the beasts, burning alive, and crucifixion (Shaw, 1984, p. 20).  

The Roman State and Genetic Pacification 
Peter Frost


