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Abstract 

This paper uses the frequency of individuals within a country who are able to digest milk as an 

indicator of both the depth and scope of a country’s past milking culture.  The hypothesis being that 

those countries containing a greater milking culture acquired an additional advantage that allowed for a 

greater collection of wealth in the year 1500.  The ability to digest lactose, or to drink milk, is a genetic 

adaptation that originated during the Neolithic Period.   Accordingly, this genetic variation can be seen 

as an indicator of both the length of time milking has been practiced and the importance of milk to 

individual health levels and survival within a particular country.   The empirical analysis constructs a 

percentage measure of the number of lactose tolerant individuals within a country, and a relationship is 

established in which the frequency of lactose tolerant individuals has a positive and significant effect on 

population densities in the year 1500.  Specifically, it is shown that a one standard deviation increase in 

the frequency of lactose tolerance within a country causes an increased population density of 0.66% in 

the year 1500; this is associated with an increased population of 5,500 individuals in Senegal, the 

median country of population density in 1500.   
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