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In 1978, Michael H. Hart, an astrophysicist and historian, published a work that would ignite decades of academic 

debate and popular curiosity: The 100: A Ranking of the Most Influential Persons in History. Unlike traditional 

biographical compendiums that focus on 'greatness,' 'moral virtue,' or 'fame,' Hart’s objective was specifically 

narrow yet profoundly complex: the measurement of total historical influence. This article provides a technical

deconstruction of Hart’s methodology, an analysis of his selection criteria, and a critical evaluation of how his

ranking system attempts to quantify the trajectory of human progress.

The Conceptual Framework of Historical Influence

Before examining the specific rankings, it is essential to define the theoretical parameters Hart employed. Influence,

in this context, is not synonymous with talent or celebrity. Hart defines influence as the degree to which a person’s

actions or ideas altered the course of human history. This definition necessitates a long-form perspective, often

spanning centuries or millennia, to distinguish between transient fame and permanent systemic change.

Defining the Influence Metric

To quantify influence, Hart implicitly utilizes several key variables that can be summarized through a Weighted 

Impact Vector (WIV). While Hart does not provide an explicit mathematical formula, his reasoning suggests the

following components are critical:

•  Temporal Breadth: How long did the person’s influence last? (e.g., The teachings of Confucius vs. the political 

impact of a modern prime minister).

•  Geographic Reach: Did the influence affect a single nation, a civilization, or the entire globe?

•  Intensity of Impact: To what degree did the person’s existence change the daily lives or thought patterns of 

individuals within their sphere of influence?

•  Irreplaceability (The 'But-For' Test): Would the historical outcome have occurred anyway through another 

individual (e.g., scientific discovery) or was it unique to that person (e.g., artistic or specific religious movements)?

Methodological Analysis: The Hart Selection Criteria

The technical rigor of The 100stems from Hart’s refusal to allow personal bias regarding a subject's moral

character to influence their rank. This led to the inclusion of figures often viewed as 'villains' (e.g., Adolf Hitler,

Genghis Khan) alongside 'heroes.' The core of his methodology rests on three primary pillars of evaluation.

1. The Primacy of Religion and Philosophy

Hart posits that religious leaders often exert more influence than political or scientific leaders because their impact 

is both deep (shaping individual morality) and long-lasting (persisting for thousands of years). This explains why the 

top ten is dominated by figures such as Muhammad, Jesus Christ, Buddha, and Confucius.

2. The Acceleration of Scientific Progress

As an astrophysicist, Hart emphasizes the role of scientific discovery in shifting the human condition. Figures like 

Isaac Newton and Albert Einsteinare ranked highly because their contributions represent fundamental shifts in



human understanding of the physical universe, leading to technological revolutions that affect every living person.

3. The Distinction Between Individual and Movement

A recurring technical challenge in historical ranking is separating the person from the movement. Hart addresses 

this by evaluating the individual’s role as an initiator. For example, he ranks St. Paulhigher than most might expect

because, according to Hart’s analysis, Paul was the primary architect of the spread of Christianity, whereas Jesus

provided the initial inspiration.

Comparative Ranking Matrix: The Top 10 Deep Dive

The following table provides a technical breakdown of the top 10 individuals in Hart’s ranking (1992 revised

edition), categorized by their primary domain and the nature of their influence.



Rank Name Primary Domain Nature of Influence Key Rationale

1 Muhammad Religion/Politics Foundational/Dual Uniquely successful 
in both the religious 
and secular realms.

2 Isaac Newton Science Analytical/Structural Formulated the laws 
of motion and 
universal gravitation.

3 Jesus Christ Religion Foundational/Cultural Central figure of the 
world's largest 
religion.

4 Buddha Religion Philosophical/Ethical Founder of 
Buddhism; shaped 
Asian culture for 
millennia.

5 Confucius Philosophy Societal/
Administrative

Developed the 
ethical system that 
governed China for 
2,000 years.

6 St. Paul Religion Disseminative Transformed 
Christianity from a 
Jewish sect into a 
world religion.

7 Ts'ai Lun Technology Infrastructural Inventor of paper, 
the fundamental 
medium for 
knowledge transfer.

8 Johann Gutenberg Technology Infrastructural Developed the 
printing press, 
catalyzing the 
Renaissance and 
Reformation.

9 Christopher 
Columbus

Exploration Geopolitical Initiated the 
permanent contact 
between Europe and 
the Americas.

10 Albert Einstein Science Theoretical Revolutionized 
physics with the 
theories of relativity.

Analysis of the Top Rank: Why Muhammad?

The most controversial aspect of Hart’s book is the placement of Muhammadat number one. From a technical

historiographic perspective, Hart justifies this by pointing to the unique intersection of religious and secular

success. While Jesus was responsible for the spiritual foundations of Christianity, the political and administrative

structure of the early Christian world was largely shaped by others (like St. Paul and Constantine). Conversely,

Muhammad was not only the prophet of Islam but also a highly effective military leader and political administrator



who founded a state that expanded into a massive empire. This dual-track influence represents a higher 'influence

density' in Hart's model.

The Mathematical Model of Historical Trajectory

To better understand Hart's logic, we can propose a Historical Deviation Model. In this model, history is viewed

as a series of vectors. A person’s influence is the delta (9B• between the actual path of history and the hypothetical

path history would have taken had that person never existed.

The Formula for Historical Significance (H)

We can conceptualize this as:

H = "� (S × P × T)

Where:

•  S (Scope): The percentage of the global population affected.

•  P (Persistence): The duration of the effect in years.

•  T (Transformation): A coefficient representing the degree of change in lifestyle, thought, or governance 

(scaled 0 to 1).

Using this model, someone like Johann Gutenberg (Rank 8) scores exceptionally high in S and P, as the printing 

press facilitated nearly every subsequent scientific and religious shift in the West. Ts'ai Lun(Rank 7) is similar;

without paper, the storage and transmission of complex data—the foundation of modern civilization—would have

been significantly delayed, regardless of individual genius in other fields.

Technical Challenges and Limitations in Ranking

Despite the structured approach, Hart’s work faces significant technical critiques regarding the quantification of

influence. These challenges are inherent in any attempt to apply objective metrics to subjective historical narratives.

The 'Great Man' Theory vs. Social Determinism

Hart’s methodology leans heavily on the 'Great Man' theory, which posits that history is primarily driven by the 

actions of extraordinary individuals. Critics argue for Social Determinism, suggesting that many discoveries (like

calculus by Newton/Leibniz or evolution by Darwin/Wallace) were 'in the air' and would have occurred even without

the specific individuals listed. Hart attempts to mitigate this by lowering the rank of scientists whose discoveries

were likely imminent (e.g., Alexander Graham Bell) compared to those whose work was revolutionary and unique

(e.g., Darwin).

The Western Bias vs. Global Data

While Hart includes Chinese and Indian figures, the list is heavily weighted toward Western history. This reflects a

technical bias in the available historical records and the global dominance of Western technological and political

systems in the 19th and 20th centuries. A data-driven approach today might utilize citation analysis and linguistic

footprinting to more accurately gauge the influence of Eastern or African figures whose impact may be undervalued

in English-language scholarship.

Case Studies in Influence Disparities

Case Study 1: St. Paul vs. Jesus Christ

Hart’s decision to rank St. Paul (6) closely behind Jesus (3) is a masterclass in influence analysis. His argument 



rests on the fact that Paul wrote a significant portion of the New Testament and was the primary strategist for the 

religion's expansion into the Roman Empire. Without Paul, Christianity might have remained a localized Jewish 

sect. This highlights the technical distinction between Ideological Origin and Systemic Implementation.

Case Study 2: The Invention of Paper (Ts'ai Lun)

The inclusion of Ts'ai Lun at Rank 7 serves as a technical reminder of the importance of Information 

Infrastructure. In any data system, the medium of storage is as vital as the data itself. Paper allowed for the

democratization of knowledge, the rise of bureaucracy, and the preservation of history. Hart argues that the

transition from parchment or bamboo to paper was a necessary precursor to the scientific revolution.

Refining the Ranking: 1992 Revision and Modern Perspectives

In his 1992 update, Hart made several adjustments based on the collapse of the Soviet Union and the shifting 

perspectives on the 20th century. Mikhail Gorbachev was added, and the rankings of figures like Vladimir Lenin 

were downgraded. This demonstrates that historical influence is not a static value but a dynamic variablethat

fluctuates as the long-term consequences of an individual’s actions become clearer.

The Role of Technology in Modern Influence Mapping

Today, researchers use Big Data and Network Theory  to map influence. Projects like MIT’s Pantheonuse data

from Wikipedia and other global sources to quantify 'Global Celebrity' and 'Historical Impact.' These modern

methods often validate many of Hart’s top choices, particularly the dominance of religious and scientific figures,

though they provide more granularity regarding cultural and artistic influence.

Strategic Implementation: Using the 'Influence Model' in Leadership

The principles outlined in The 100 can be applied to modern strategic leadership and organizational development. 

By understanding the vectors of influence, leaders can focus on actions that have the highest Temporal Breadth 

and Systemic Impact.

Steps for Maximizing Professional Influence:

1.  Identify the Foundation: Focus on 'First Principles' (like Newton or Buddha) rather than superficial trends.

2.  Build the Infrastructure: Like Gutenberg or Ts'ai Lun, create the tools that allow others to scale their work.

3.  Ensure Dissemination: Ideas require a 'St. Paul'—a mechanism or advocate for widespread adoption.

4.  Measure the Delta: Constantly evaluate the 'But-For' test. Are you creating a change that wouldn't happen 

otherwise?

Technical Comparison: Hart's 'The 100' vs. Skiena & Ward's 'Who's Biggest?'

In 2013, Steven Skiena and Charles Ward published Who's Biggest?, using a quantitative approach based on

Wikipedia data. Comparing these two models reveals interesting technical correlations.



Metric Hart's 'The 100' (1978/92) Skiena & Ward (2013)

Data Source Qualitative Historical Analysis Quantitative Wikipedia Metrics

Primary Driver Long-term systemic change Algorithmic reputation (PageRank)

Top Figure Muhammad Jesus

Scientific Weight Extremely High Moderate (skewed by fame)

Temporal Scope Pre-history to Present Bias toward recent centuries

While Hart’s list is more subjective, it often captures the intensity and longevityof influence better than raw data

scrapers, which can be fooled by the 'recency bias' of internet traffic.

The Broader Implications of Quantitative Historiography

The endeavor to rank individuals is more than just a chronological exercise; it is an attempt to understand the 

mechanics of human evolution. Michael Hart’s The 100serves as a foundational text in the field of quantitative

historiography. By stripping away the emotional and moral layers of history, Hart forces us to look at the 'hard data'

of cause and effect.

The enduring relevance of the book lies in its challenge to the reader: to define what truly matters in the span of

human existence. Whether one agrees with the top placement of Muhammad or the high ranking of scientific

inventors, the technical framework established by Hart—focusing on reach, duration, and the 'But-For' test—

remains a powerful tool for analyzing how individuals shape the world. As we move further into the information age,

the vectors of influence are changing, with digital architects and AI pioneers likely to populate the '100' lists of the

future. However, the fundamental requirement for inclusion remains the same: a demonstrable, permanent

alteration of the human trajectory.

Tags: #Michael H. Hart  #Historical Influence  #Quantitative Historiography  #The 100 Ranking  #Societal Impact



Page 1 of 6



Page 2 of 6



Page 3 of 6



Page 4 of 6



Page 5 of 6



Page 6 of 6


