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Abstract 

The origins of economic inequality in ancient communities have been widely investigated by numerous 

scholars, belonging to different disciplines. Most of their analyses focused on establishing which 

environmental or economic variables determined the institutional change that allowed the emergence of 

economic élites. However, archaeological and anthropological evidence shows that those factors are 

insufficient to explain the variety of social structures of that time. 

The theories proposed so far did not take into consideration an element that may be important for 

understanding the overcoming of egalitarian social norms: the belief in a zero-sum game. By assuming 

that our ancestors shared this mentality, the article offers a new theoretical view, according to which the 

emergence of non-egalitarian institutions was not due to environmental factors, but to religious debates 

occurring within the communities. It then proposes a reflection on the relationship between 

superstructure and infrastructure. 

Lastly, the article analyzes the impact on economic development, which the interaction between the 

belief in a zero-sum game and institutions may have, even in present times, and suggests some policy 

implications. 

 

 

Introduction 

The origins of economic inequality in ancient communities have been widely investigated by numerous 

scholars, belonging to different disciplines. Most of their analyses focused on establishing which 

environmental or economic variables determined the institutional change that allowed the emergence of 
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economic élites. However, archaeological and anthropological evidence shows that those factors are 

insufficient to explain the variety of social structures of that time (Graeber and Wengrow 2021). 

The theories proposed so far did not take into consideration an element that may be important for 

understanding the overcoming of egalitarian social norms: the belief in a zero-sum game. This belief was 

dominant in ancient world and played a crucial role in shaping people’s incentives. Although scholarly 

research has started investigating it only recently (e.g., Meegan 2010; Różycka-Tran, Boski, and 

Wojciszke 2015), its presence is significant even in today’s world, especially considering its interaction 

with institutions.  

The article analyzes the impact of the belief in a zero-sum game on institutional change and economic 

development. In doing so, it offers a new theoretical view of the origins of economic inequality and a 

new interpretation of the relationship between institutions and economic growth.  

The direction of the research is set by three questions: 

i) How did economic inequality arise? 

ii) Why did egalitarian communities gradually disappear? 

iii) Is the relationship between political institutions and economic growth affected by the 

presence of the belief in a zero-sum game? 

The paper is organized in the following way. Section 1 describes the current state of knowledge on the 

origins of inequality. Section 2 introduces the belief in a zero-sum game. Section 3 presents a new theory 

of the origins of inequality, which takes into consideration the presence of this belief in ancient 

communities. It then proposes a reflection on superstructure and infrastructure. Section 4 explains why 

egalitarian communities were destined to be outgrown by non-egalitarian societies1, by highlighting how 

social norms affected innovation. Section 5 analyzes the interaction in today’s world among the belief in 

a zero-sum game, institutions, and economic growth, and suggests some policy implications. The 

conclusion sums up the findings of the study.  

 

 

 
1 The term ‘non-egalitarian’ refers to societies with norms that allow the presence of economic disparities and the hereditary 

transmission of wealth. 
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1 - Current theories of the origins of inequality 

Human beings lived as hunter-gatherers for thousands of years. During this extremely long time, and 

especially during the Ice Age, they had to face a harsh environment that forced them to struggle for 

survival every day. Incapable of overcoming the challenges of nature on their own, they became 

accustomed to living together in bands, in order to share the risks of that nasty daily life. 

Hunter-gatherer communities are ordinarily portrayed as ‘egalitarian’ communities, living with an 

institutional setting designed to level the quantity of material resources possessed by every member. The 

rationale behind the egalitarian social norms was analyzed in depth in the past (Posner 1980; Fafchamps 

1992). Individuals did not create these rules just out of a sense of fairness. In fact, the main purpose of 

the egalitarian system was to spread the risk of food-taking activities and prevent individuals from 

obtaining an amount of resources sufficient to concede them the option of self-insurance. This latter 

eventuality would, indeed, break the insurance system and divide the group. Therefore, individuals 

expected an equal distribution of supplies and threatened those who tried to accumulate more than the 

others with sanctions that ranged from gossiping and mocking to actual homicide. Violence rates were 

indeed very high (Boix 2015 p.51). 

This institutional setting was designed to last and, indeed, its history is very long. In some populations, 

living in remote parts of the world, it has survived until the present (Platteau 2000). Yet, in most of the 

global surface, people experienced a passage from egalitarian norms to an institutional environment that 

allowed the presence of economic inequality among people. What broke the egalitarian institutional 

setting? 

This question has attracted a great deal of attention. Scholars tried to understand which economic, 

military, or ideological factors could potentially trigger the emergence of inequality. Most of them 

investigated economic or ecological variables. In the past, the prevailing theory was that inequality 

started with the invention of agriculture and the subsequent surplus production. Surplus allowed, indeed, 

the existence of community members not engaged in food-making, namely soldiers, nobles, and priests 

(Childe 1942). Many other causes were later imagined (Ames 2007)2, such as storage (Testart 1982), 

sedentism, or scalar stress (Johnson and Earle 2000). Notorious theories asserted that states with stratified 

societies originated in the effort of building vast irrigation systems (theory of hydraulic societies - 

Wittfogel 1957) or because of environmental circumscription (circumscription theory - Carneiro 1970). 

 
2 (Moreau 2020) provides the most recent and complete review. 
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The most recent analyses underline the role played by the predictability, density, and defensibility of 

resources (Baker 2003; E. A. Smith et al. 2010; Mattison et al. 2016), or by the growth of population 

density (Platteau 2000; Dow and Reed 2013; Roscoe 2020). Lastly, a few scholars highlighted the fact 

that leaders can provide advantages to communities, in terms of surplus production (Powers and 

Lehmann 2014; Garfield, von Rueden, and Hagen 2019). They thus argued that the rise of inequality 

could be due to collective agreements, which recall the idea of the ‘social contract’ imagined by natural 

law philosophers: commoners may have tolerated inequality because they perceived indirect gains from 

the existence of a wealthier elite (Vehrencamp 1983). 

However, the findings obtained to date have proven that none of these factors was decisive (Graeber and 

Wengrow 2021). Agriculture was neither necessary nor sufficient to establish inequality. It was 

undoubtedly an element that increased the probability for social stratification to arise, but several 

communities of farmers remained egalitarian after the agricultural transition, whereas many hunter-

gatherer groups adopted a non-egalitarian social structure without becoming sedentary (Boix 2015 

pp.110 ff.; Moreau 2020). Archaeological evidence contradicted the idea that agriculture rapidly 

increased the productivity of labor, leading to the production of a surplus (Darmangeat 2020). Even the 

defensibility and predictability of resources and population density were elements that only increased the 

likelihood of the emergence of inequality (Hayden 2001; Fitzhugh 2020; Graeber and Wengrow 2021). 

Scalar stress did not represent an insurmountable obstacle for equality, as archaeological remains proved 

that big egalitarian cities existed in the past (Graeber and Wengrow 2021). Most importantly, 

archaeological evidence confuted the theory that human communities experience different stages of 

development in an evolutionary path from simplicity to complexity; many populations switched 

repeatedly from egalitarian to non-egalitarian institutional settings and vice versa (Graeber and Wengrow 

2021). This fact contradicts the assumption that inequality emerged in peculiar ecological environments, 

since the inhabitants of the same lands clearly changed their social structure without a correspondent 

change in the ecological landscape.  

Even military factors, despite their importance, were not decisive. Empirical evidence does not support 

the ‘lethal weapons hypothesis’, which claims that equality depended on the widespread accessibility of 

lethal weapons such as poisonous arrows, whereas inequality arose once military assets allowed some 

people to get an advantage with respect to the neighbors (Stibbard-Hawkes 2020).  

Many scholars have a different perspective. They define themselves as ‘substantivists’, in opposition to 

the ‘formalists’ who concentrate on mathematical optimizing models and “believe that the laws of supply 
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and demand usually determine what societies do” (Flannery and Marcus 2012 p.502). Substantivists 

argue that economies must be instead “understood cross-culturally as embedded within the social 

structure and as functioning to maintain that structure” (Earle 2002 p.15), so that each economy is unique. 

For this reason, they suspect that inequality had to be “orchestrated” (Flannery and Marcus 2012 p.206) 

and did not appear automatically as a response to environmental or technological changes. They state 

that the change of institutions occurred as a result of debates within communities, through which a sub-

group of individuals managed to manipulate the social logic and reach a position of superiority (Flannery 

and Marcus 2012). However, it has been difficult for them to document this process and prove that 

material variables were not decisive. 

The latest hypothesis in this regard is that the structure of societies did not depend on economic factors, 

but on individuals’ “bold social experiments, resembling a carnival parade of political forms.” (Graeber 

and Wengrow 2021 p.3). The authors argue that ‘schismogenesis’ played a prominent role. Although 

they provide ample evidence that the role of economic factors in creating inequality may have been 

seriously overvalued in the past, their narrative tends to overromanticize hunter-gatherers’ lives. They 

illustrate the process of society building as something comparable to a game, whereas our ancestors were 

people accustomed to violence, who were caught in a daily struggle for survival.3 

The long debate on the origins of inequality has therefore produced numerous findings but has not drawn 

a clear picture of what broke the system of egalitarian norms. Scholarly research has so far omitted an 

important element that could be of help in understanding that process of institutional change: the belief 

in a zero-sum game. 

 

2 - The belief in a zero-sum game  

The belief in a zero-sum game (BZSG) is the belief that only a finite amount of goods exists in the world 

and is not expandable; consequently, if one individual improves her conditions, some other individual 

must suffer an equivalent loss, as it occurs in a zero-sum game. 

 
3 Even Sahlins, Graeber’s menthor, received some criticisms in this sense. Bogin confuted his idea that hunter-gatherers 

worked less time than people from the present because they were used to enjoying life and free time. In fact, they probably 

worked just a few hours per day because their food consumption did not provide them the calories necessary to work more 

(Bogin 2011). 
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This mentality drives people to distrust cooperation, which is perceived as something useless, unless it 

is targeted at stealing resources from others. In a zero-sum game, indeed, every other player represents 

an opponent. This idea provokes significant negative effects on economic development (Sirola and Pitesa 

2017; Fearon et al. 2021) and has the potential of becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy: if people believe 

that growth is impossible, they do not focus their efforts on expanding the ‘pie’. The economy then tends 

towards stagnation. 

The impressive results in terms of economic growth, which mankind has obtained in the last few 

centuries, should provide enough evidence that the world is not a zero-sum game and that human actions 

can increase the payoffs of the game. However, the BZSG is still quite widespread, especially among 

untrained people (Rubin 2003). This is due to the fact that our mental architecture developed during 

thousands of years in which resources were effectively limited, and our mind adapted to provide us the 

instincts that could make us survive in such an environment (Boyer and Petersen 2018). The emotion of 

envy originated from this process and, as all the emotions, faced natural selection (Hill and Buss 2008). 

It overcame it because it proved to be useful to our ancestors; in a context with scarce resources, indeed, 

envious individuals had an advantage in terms of motivation, which led them to outperform their non-

envious rivals and enjoy higher chances of survival. 

The BZSG is now less present than in our distant past. However, its impact is still very strong in some 

areas of the world. The anthropologist George Foster coined the term ‘Image of Limited Good’ to 

describe the worldview of the Tzintzuntzeños, a Mexican population with whom he lived for many years. 

He described them as believing that all good things in life exist in scarce quantities and there is no way 

to increase the available supplies (Foster 1967). They therefore created an institutional environment that 

hindered every member of the community from accumulating more resources than the average, since 

accumulating was perceived as stealing. This set of informal institutions was discovered in many other 

populations in different countries, both in the past (e.g., Wolf 1955) and in recent times (e.g., Lindholm 

2008). It is a system of “egalitarian norms” (Platteau 2000), which preserve equality but prevent 

individuals from accumulating wealth and making investments. The sociologist Helmut Schoeck used 

the term “envy-barrier” to refer to the obstacle for economic development that this system of rules 

generates (Schoeck 1969 p.57). 

Believing in a zero-sum world can have different impacts on the behaviors of people and on the 

institutions that they decide to adopt. The size of the ‘pie’ that they imagine is indeed relevant. I will use 
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the term ‘expected individual wealth’ (EIW) to refer to the amount of resources that every person would 

get, if the total sum of resources available in the globe were divided equally among all the individuals. 

a) If the EIW is perceived to be lower than the level of resources needed for a person to survive, 

cooperation is impossible. When people have this perception, they are ready to fight with every 

other individual, since they believe that the survival of one subject means the death of someone 

else. There is no space for institutions, apart from precarious rules adopted by some groups, 

formed with the only aim of attacking others. The consequence is a Hobbesian world. 

b) If the EIW is perceived instead to be equal to the survival level, then people are incentivized to 

form communities within which they can share resources equally, so that everybody can survive. 

Egalitarian norms prevent the chance that some members accumulate more than the others – fact 

that would determine the death of somebody else. 

c) Only if the EIW is perceived to be higher than the survival level, the members of a community 

can accept economic inequality. Even in this scenario, they are prone to fight to acquire the 

limited resources. However, in some cases they may accept that other subjects get more resources 

than them, if the amount they receive is not lower than the survival level. This tolerance depends 

on the concrete choices at their disposal. 

 

3 – Inserting the BZSG into the frame 

When investigating the origins of inequality, scholars have always looked at hunter-gatherers’ incentives 

through a modern lens. They imagined them as individuals trying to get as much utility as possible and 

thinking that economic growth was feasible. For this reason, researchers paid so much attention to 

ecological, technological, or economic factors, which are the elements on which growth is based. The 

underlying assumption has always been that, at some point in time, people accepted inequality because 

it became a better option than keeping fighting for equality. 

There are many reasons, however, to think that this was not the case. As shown in the last session, human 

mind in the hunter-gatherer era evolved through developing a zero-sum game instinct (Boyer and 

Petersen 2018), which led individuals to perceive daily life as a struggle for finite resources. Growth 

never occurred, generation after generation, and life seemed to be stuck in an infinite cycle, where 

nothing could change. People were completely devoted to nature, which was the real master of their fate 
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and donated them the necessary means to survive. Religion was of great importance, because it 

represented the instrument to try to connect to the world.  

The quantity of resources available varied from time to time, but that was seen as dependent on nature 

and not on people’s actions. Moreover, the Malthusian trap operated: favorable environmental 

circumstances led to population growths and did not change the level of wealth per capita. Every 

individual could enjoy, on average, only what was necessary to survive. 

Innovations happened very rarely and casually. The idea that humans have always striven to master their 

environment (e.g., Boix 2015 p.94) derives from a modern vision of life. In fact, hunter-gatherers 

perceived nature as something not to be touched or threatened. “Far from considering themselves as 

agents able to act externally on an objectified nature, primitive people feel immersed in it. They have no 

ambition to transform their environment […] Human beings, precisely because they are only human 

beings, are unable to provide for their own subsistence needs. They require the active assistance of 

supernatural agencies that are ultimately responsible for the provision of human necessities.” (Platteau 

2000 p.194). The idea that technological progress could improve everyone’s life was never even 

imagined.  

During the hunter-gatherer era, human beings most probably perceived the EIW to be exactly equal to 

the survival level. The model presented in this article lies on this strong but likely assumption.  

Egalitarian norms did not arise because people wanted to prevent “the breakdown of cooperation that 

comes from growth” (Boix 2015 p.54). If we assume that they were rational and self-interested 

individuals, even those who were destined to become relatively poorer than their neighbors would have 

preferred an unequal growth to eternal poverty (growth would have improved their conditions, in absolute 

terms). Hence, the egalitarian cooperation system would not have lasted thousands of years. The reason 

why it did so is that, in some way, people kept believing that growth was impossible. 

 

3.1 - How could aggrandizers accumulate wealth? 

Although the egalitarian system granted a higher chance of survival for everyone, there surely were 

individuals who felt the need to raise their conditions over the others, in terms of both prestige and 

material possessions. Anthropologists call them “aggrandizers” (Hayden 2001 p.247). Their problem was 

that, whereas prestige could be unevenly distributed, communities could never tolerate economic 
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inequality: accumulating more than the others was equivalent to stealing from them and provoking their 

death. For this reason, the members of egalitarian communities were even ready to kill the aggrandizers 

who tried to break the egalitarian equilibrium.  

This behavior did not depend on the real level of resources present in the environment, but on individuals’ 

perspectives. Those who thought that the EIW was equal to the survival level conserved the instinct of 

fighting against inequality, even if resources were actually abundant. The BZSG is so deep-rooted in our 

mind that it certainly was not eradicated during the first centuries in which a small surplus could be 

produced. Egalitarian norms could survive for a long time; Tzintzuntzeños, for instance, kept enforcing 

their norms in 20th century, even though they had evidently experienced significant growth during their 

past.  

o By using violence 

Aggrandizers could potentially try to obtain a superior level of wealth with violence. This was 

hardly achievable, however, in the hunter-gatherer world. Firstly, it was extremely unlikely that 

an individual could collect more resources than others for a long time, no matter how skilled he 

was; luck and fortuitousness played a crucial role, and the unexpected could happen at any time  

(Posner 1980). Secondly, that guy had to face the attacks of all his neighbors. However strong he 

was, in an environment where deathly weapons were very easy to realize and use, he could not 

resist much time. More predictable or defensible resources would not change this situation. 

Some communities could temporally accumulate more wealth than others, but either they 

distributed it equally among the members or they would collapse. There probably existed roving 

gangs who kept attacking other people and stealing their supplies, but each member of them 

expected an equal part of the loot. Some groups of individuals could acquire considerable 

experience and become more skilled in fighting, therefore gaining a significant advantage in 

battle. However, no community could tolerate the conquest by another group, with the latter 

becoming a sort of élite, because surrendering to the enemies represented certain death, from the 

viewpoint of a zero-sum game believer. There was no way to leave some individual physically 

free of moving while rendering him a slave - he would react as soon as possible and fight for his 

life4. 

 
4 Boix claimed that the decisive element was a technological change that impacted on economic and military factors (Boix 

2015). He based his model on Mancur Olson’s idea of ‘roving and stationary bandits’ (Olson 2000). After having divided 

individuals into “producers” and “looters”, who are those who specialized in fighting, Boix argued that looters created unequal 

societies by stabilizing in some land and subjugating producers. However, if we consider that producers had a zero-sum game 



 
10 

 

o By hiding wealth 

In a world with practically no privacy, this was impossible, apart from small items. Ethnographic 

studies showed that hunter-gatherers were indeed used to trying to hide objects (Woodburn 1998), 

but this practice did not allow them to accumulate anything particularly valuable. 

 

o By migrating 

This alternative could not solve anything, because in every other area the same egalitarian 

scenario existed. Alternatively, they could try to live as solitary hermits, but in such a harsh 

environment they would not survive for long, therefore it was better to remain in egalitarian 

communities. 

 

o By making other people having debts with them 

No zero-sum game believer could agree on assuming a debt that would imply a future unequal 

distribution of resources. Indeed, the modern concept of debt did not exist. Sharing was 

mandatory, notwithstanding the events previously occurred (Woodburn 1998). The exchange of 

gifts could not determine economic inequality, since at most it established a difference in prestige 

(Mauss 2002). 

Apparently, there were no ways, therefore, through which aggrandizers could get the greater wealth that 

they desired. Jean-Philippe Platteau listed some alternatives that aggrandizers have in modern egalitarian 

communities: migration, coalitions of entrepreneurs aimed at breaking the egalitarian equilibrium, and 

the conversion of people to modern religions (Platteau 2000 p.216). However, these strategies were not 

available in ancient times: migration was useless, modern religions did not exist, and people could never 

tolerate the existence of an entrepreneurial élite. 

 

3.2 - The role of religion 

In a context where nobody would let anybody else accumulate a higher level of wealth than the average, 

the emergence of inequality could not derive from ecological or technological factors inherent to wealth 

 
mentality and believed that the EIW was equal to the survival level, there was no way in which they could accept the 

dominance of the ‘looters’: being subjugated (and tolerating an unequal distribution of the resources donated by nature) meant 

receiving an amount of supplies which was lower than what was necessary to survive. 
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production. There was no way for aggrandizers to improve their relative conditions unless the neighbors 

allowed it. How could this happen?  

To avoid their neighbors’ attacks, aggrandizers had to convince them of being separate entities that did 

not compete in the same zero-sum game. The only instrument that could realize this was religion. As 

previously seen, religion permeated ancient humans’ lives, since they lived in close contact with nature 

and an important part of their daily life was devoted to begging for nature’s blessing5.  

Aggrandizers could claim of having a special connection with the divine, therefore with the gods or the 

ancestors, or of being gods themselves. By doing this, they separated themselves from the other people; 

the rules of the game that nature decided for humans do not apply indeed to gods. Hence, the resources 

that gods or special people owned were not part of the limited resources that nature had established for 

humans. Commoners probably actually perceived the donation of items to the special élite as a means to 

ingratiate themselves with nature, in order to have a more prosperous future6. 

Anthropologists and institutional economists have always included religion and changes in cosmologies 

among the factors of legitimation that a newly formed élite could exploit to render more stable its position 

of superiority. They describe religion as an instrument to legitimize a new social structure once it is 

formed7, by including it among the “strategies” available to justify inequality (Diamond 1997 p.277; 

Hayden 2001 pp.258 ff.; Earle 2002 p.17)8.  

However, religion was not only a source of legitimacy, but the real driver of change and the ultimate 

cause for inequality. It was only by separating themselves from the rest of the community that chiefs 

 
5 The importance of religion in the ancient world is widely documented (e.g., Flannery and Marcus 2012; Hayden 2018; 

Graeber and Wengrow 2021). Anthropologists suggested that the notion of power itself was created to describe the power that 

gods and ancestors had over living humans (Graeber and Sahlins 2017). A few decades ago, the anthropologist Robert Lowie 

had the intuition that the cause of inequality must have been religion (Lowie 1948). The arguments here presented support his 

idea. 
6 In the primitive world, the separation of the élite members from the rest of the group, resulting from the recognition of their 

divine nature, was necessary for them to keep part of the donations. The mere activities of interpreting divine signals, writing, 

and accounting, which were typical of common priests or sorcerers, certainly granted them prestige, but were not sufficient 

to overcome the egalitarian norms and obtain more wealth than the average. Even priests were, indeed, subject to the zero-

sum game rules. Hunter-gatherers did not evaluate the concrete contribution that each individual offered to the group, since 

they believed that nature was the real agent who procured them the resources (Woodburn 1998).  
7 This is quite frequent among both anthropologists and institutional economists: e.g., Flannery and Marcus concluded their 

book by underlining that the élite members “justified their superiority by claiming special relationship with the very beings 

who had given humans their laws of behavior in the first place” (Flannery and Marcus 2012 p.563). Acemoglu and Robinson 

cited religion among the ‘edges’ that would-be state builders could exploit (Acemoglu and Robinson 2019 p.80). 
8 The strategies they emphasized are numerous and varied: e.g., contractual debts, feasting, trade and profit. Hayden presented 

religion as “One of the most common, if not universal, strategies that aggrandizers use to consolidate and justify their power” 

(Hayden 2001 p.261). Moreover, he highlighted the role that secret societies, which were religious sects, played in legitimizing 

inequality in trans-egalitarian communities (Hayden 2018). 



 
12 

 

could escape from the cage of egalitarian norms and accumulate wealth. In this way, they became a sort 

of godlike chiefs who were simultaneously spiritual and temporal leaders. Scholars usually describe the 

dominance based on religious motifs only as one kind of dominance and distinguish it from forms of 

dominance based on military, organizational, or technological elements (e.g., Acemoglu and Robinson 

2019 pp.80 ff.). Yet, even when illustrating these alternative forms, they always imply that the religious 

element was never absent, even though they consider it as a source of legitimacy ex-post9.  

The arguments here explained support the ‘substantivist’ vision, which claims that the structure of 

primitive societies depended on debates within the communities and not on economic or ecological 

factors. However, the present analysis comes to this conclusion by taking into consideration even 

economic and ecological variables: the fact that material factors could not determine the emergence of 

inequality was due to the concrete inability of aggrandizers to overcome egalitarian norms with violence, 

since people perceived the EIW to be equal to the survival level and would never surrender to their 

enemies. Significant disparities in military strength, which were anyway unlikely at that time, could not 

alter their incentives to fight. 

Certainly, violence later played a prominent role in human history. With the passing of time, people 

changed their perspectives on the quantity of resources available in the world; the significant increase of 

production and the stable presence of a surplus made them understand that the resources provided by 

nature were not so scarce, so that they started perceiving the EIW as higher than the mere survival level. 

Therefore, an unequal distribution of resources naturally became preferrable to death, leading many 

people to accept a condition of inferiority when faced with opponents that were stronger and could 

potentially kill them. Violence and military skills then gained much more importance in causing and 

fostering inequality. However, this change of perceptions required very likely much time and did not 

occur uniformly in every region of the world. Undoubtedly, many communities kept believing that the 

EIW was equal to the survival level; this probably explains why some populations were more prone than 

others to fight to death and kept egalitarian norms for a longer time. 

Considering religion as the ultimate cause of inequality allows to explain the variety of social structures 

in ancient communities. Non-egalitarian societies existed even among simple foragers, and the return to 

egalitarian norms, which some populations experienced, occurred when commoners stopped believing 

 
9 For example, Acemoglu and Robinson describe King Kamehameha of Hawaii as having a technological ‘edge’, provided 

by his advanced weapons (Acemoglu and Robinson 2019 p.80). Yet, in the meantime, they explain how Hawaiian chiefs were 

regarded as “direct descendants of the gods” (Acemoglu and Robinson 2019 p.91). Some connection with the gods or the 

ancestors is never absent: see (Flannery and Marcus 2012; Moreau 2020; Graeber and Wengrow 2021). 



 
13 

 

in the divine connection of the élite members and started considering them again as normal people - 

thereby attacking them. 

Agriculture, storage, and the other mentioned elements certainly increased the likelihood of economic 

inequality because they determined an abundance of resources that enhanced the aggrandizers’ potential 

payoffs, enticing them. Yet, all these elements were only incentivizing factors. 

 

3.3 - Superstructure and infrastructure 

Scholarly research, so far, has not been able to provide a convincing picture of how and why institutions 

change or are created in the first place. It is hard to deny that contingencies and randomness may play a 

decisive role in driving the trajectories of institutional evolution. 

The debate on the foundations of institutional orders has a very long history. Political thinkers imagined 

different causes for the emergence of rules, which vary from social contracts, willingly concluded by 

individuals to prevent disorder, to norms imposed by a powerful élite, who had the incentives to preserve 

peace. Marx’s materialistic theory described the so-called ‘infrastructure’ (i.e., the productive forces and 

the related production relations) as the independent variable from which rules, religious ideas, and social 

values (the ‘superstructure’) derive. According to him, the available mode of production constitutes the 

real foundation of society, and institutional change follows from the change of economic foundations 

(Marx 1977). 

This vision is in stark contrast with what explained in this session. In ancient times, changes in the 

material conditions could not lead to changes of norms, if we consider that the BZSG was widespread. 

Debates over the divine nature of the élite were the true independent variable, and their outcome was 

most likely independent from environmental or economic factors, which could not affect the ease with 

which aggrandizers could convince their neighbors of having a special connection with gods and 

ancestors. 

Therefore, with respect to the earliest significant institutional change, Marx’s materialistic theory was 

wrong10. Throughout the course of history, institutions, religious beliefs, and production relations have 

influenced each other, and it is difficult to establish which factor took the leading role in the process. 

 
10 Actually, Marx’s analysis did not focus on precapitalist societies. However, he implicitly suggested that those societies 

broke down because of increases in population (Platteau 2000 pp.8,9), which were anyway related to material elements. 
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Yet, taking into consideration the BZSG allows to solve what has long looked like a chicken/egg 

problem: at the beginning of social evolution, it was the superstructure that determined the infrastructure, 

and not the contrary. 

 

4 – Innovation, institutions, and economic development 

Archaeological evidence has shown that the idea of the ‘stages of development’ was wrong (Graeber and 

Wengrow 2021). Communities in the past repeatedly switched from egalitarian to non-egalitarian 

settings. The religious debates on the divine nature of the élite, which had the potential of originating 

social inequality, could even produce the opposite effect, that is the return to an egalitarian institutional 

framework11. This probably happened many times in the past, in several locations. However, at some 

point in time, egalitarian communities disappeared and survived only in some remote areas of the world, 

while economic inequality became the normality. Why did this happen?  

Graeber and Wengrow offered some suggestions, by highlighting some important factors such as 

schismogenesis, warfare, religion, and charity (Graeber and Wengrow 2021 pp.504 ff.). They did not 

consider however the zero-sum game mentality. 

The answer to the question is that non-egalitarian societies became wealthier and technologically more 

advanced than egalitarian groups. When people believe in a zero-sum world, there are indeed fewer 

obstacles to innovation in non-egalitarian than in egalitarian communities.  

Some mathematical models, which focus on the consequences of envy on innovation, give an idea of the 

impact of egalitarian norms on economic development; envious attacks and sanctions against inequality 

have indeed the same effects. The basic model (Mui 1995) describes the relationship between two agents 

when envy is present. It assumes that an agent is incentivized to innovate only if the benefits of the 

innovation are higher than the costs, which include the retaliation of the envious neighbor. The model is 

designed for the contemporary world and takes into account many variables, among which the intensity 

of envy, the effectiveness of retaliation, and the probability for the retaliator of being discovered and 

sanctioned (the level of protection of property rights). It shows that innovation occurs when the 

 
11 There was no other way to re-establish an egalitarian institutional setting than destroying the sacred image of the élite 

members, by affirming that their claimed connection to the divine was false, so that they were subject to the same zero-sum 

game rules of the other people.  
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enforcement of property rights is good, when envy is low, or when the innovation benefits the envious 

subject more than the retaliation. 

The ancient world was much simpler. In an egalitarian community, who believed in a zero-sum game, 

all the neighbors were envious toward the innovator, so that he would be attacked by all the other 

members simultaneously. Property rights were not protected, and the community naturally never 

punished itself for the envious retaliation. Hence, the innovator had to defend his properties by fighting 

on his own against all the others, therefore the attacks always led to the destruction or theft of the newly 

generated wealth. Moreover, those people’s envy was at the maximum level, and even the slightest 

disparity would cause an aggression. 

The consequences are easily imaginable. Innovation was only possible if it benefited everyone in an 

equal manner, which means that the new products or techniques had to be easily copiable or sharable. 

Furthermore, individuals who tried to innovate were perceived as challenging nature, which was 

something immoral, attracting only contempt. Therefore, there was no incentive to put any effort in trying 

to master the environment. Innovations occurred always casually, usually when playing games, and 

inventors did not exploit the new inventions to improve their material conditions (Graeber and Wengrow 

2021 p.500). Egalitarian norms created a barrier to economic development, by discouraging investments 

and technological progress (Boix 2015 p.8; Acemoglu and Robinson 2019 pp.96 ff.). 

Communities of zero-sum game believers, who instead permitted the presence of inequality, faced a 

different situation. The élite members, who had escaped from the cage of norms, had the opportunity of 

accumulating wealth, since commoners would not attack them. As a result, they were allowed to make 

investments to improve their conditions and could use commoners as workforce. Even though they shared 

the view that growth was impossible, they naturally found attractive the accumulation of resources, which 

they perceived to be realized at the expense of the others. They therefore could enjoy even the innovations 

that required the accumulation of capital12. 

At first, egalitarian norms and non-egalitarian norms did not impact very differently on economic 

development. In ancient times, the main innovations were indeed, most of the time, casually discovered 

innovations that could benefit everybody – such as fire, arrows, the wheel. In the long run, however, the 

 
12 Even though the élite members could count on taxation and dominance over the commoners to satisfy their needs, innovation 

represented nonetheless an instrument to improve their lifestyle and comfort; new techniques and products were gladly 

welcomed, as long as they did not represent a threat to the established order – the élite indeed feared ‘creative destruction’ 

(see Acemoglu and Robinson 2012). 



 
16 

 

innovations requiring capital accumulation became increasingly important, and non-egalitarian 

economies could develop at a much faster pace, outgrowing egalitarian societies.13 Economic growth 

was an unintended consequence of the self-interested accumulation of capital of the élite.  

The higher rate of economic growth made non-egalitarian societies richer and technologically more 

advanced than egalitarian communities, providing them a significant advantage in battle. This advantage 

did not render them invincible, and history has witnessed many significant victories of egalitarian groups 

against unequal populations – e.g, the destruction of the Roman Empire at the hands of the egalitarian 

Germanic tribes. However, with the passing of time, the benefits provided by innovation, technology, 

and wealth became more and more significant in war, enlarging the gap between egalitarian and non-

egalitarian societies in a decisive way. Therefore, these latter slowly conquered all the lands that they 

considered exploitable. 

There exists some archaeological evidence, which apparently contradicts what said so far. The remains 

of the cities of Teotihuacan and Monte Albán reveal that their citizens managed to create big egalitarian 

communities, which exploited the most modern technology of the time. Authoritative scholars claimed 

that their institutional settings had positive economic consequences and favored innovation (Acemoglu 

and Robinson 2019 pp.149 ff. Graeber and Wengrow 2021 pp.341 ff.). This could imply that the theory 

presented in this article is not correct. Yet, there are two possible explanations: 

1. A first hypothesis is that these communities freed themselves, in some way, from the BZSG. 

Their members stopped believing that growth was impossible and that their neighbors were only 

opponents in the struggle for resources. By doing this, they began to innovate and enjoyed 

positive economic results. This could be true, since these communities lived around 500 BCE, 

therefore in a much more recent era than the first hunter-gatherers, and people had experienced 

considerable economic development by that time. 

2. Another possible explanation (which seems more convincing, given the strength of the BZSG) is 

that the products and techniques that those communities used had not been invented by their 

members, but belonged to a non-egalitarian past, when the limits to investments were not binding 

for the élite. For example, Wengrow and Graeber reported that the technology exploited to build 

the “impressive apartments” of Teotihuacan was almost certainly dating back to an earlier period, 

 
13 Indeed, all non-egalitarian societies of that time had “extractive” institutions (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012 p.76), which 

cannot sustain intensive economic growth, but enable a slow rate of growth that is better than the tendency to stagnation 

caused by the cage of egalitarian norms (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012 p.91; 2019 p.113). 
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in which it was utilized to build nobles’ palaces (Graeber and Wengrow 2021 p.341). With the 

return to egalitarianism, the techniques or products discovered that far did not disappear and were 

certainly kept in use. However, those populations lost the incentives to invest, which were 

necessary to innovate further. 

 

5 - The belief in a zero-sum game today: discussion and policy implications 

One of the main findings of institutional economics is the demonstration that sustained economic growth 

requires inclusive economic institutions, which “feature secure private property, an unbiased system of 

law, and a provision of public services that provides a level playing field in which people can exchange 

and contract” (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012 p.74). Only inclusive political institutions lead to the stable 

presence of inclusive economic institutions14. Political institutions are “inclusive” when they “distribute 

power broadly in society” and are “sufficiently centralized” (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012 p.79); they 

are distinguished from extractive political institutions, which exist where “the distribution of power is 

narrow and unconstrained” (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012 p.79). With inclusive political institutions, 

all citizens have, at least formally, a similar individual power to determine economic policies; therefore, 

the representative bodies that they elect should establish economic institutions that prevent rent-seeking 

activities, favor free entry and competition, and incentivize innovative efforts, with the aim of making 

the economy grow at the fastest pace. 

However, that is not true all the time. Citizens with an equal ‘political’ power could even create the cage 

of egalitarian norms, as it occurred in ancient communities. In their last book, Acemoglu and Robinson 

noticed that this eventuality was not encompassed in their previous model and expanded their conceptual 

framework. They argued that inclusive political institutions are not sufficient to obtain inclusive 

economic institutions, because, as much as the constraints on the government and on the political élite 

are important, “equally essential is the capacity of the state”, described as the power of the state to 

intervene in people’s life (Acemoglu and Robinson 2019 p.145). They claimed, therefore, that both 

‘society’ and ‘state’ must be powerful, for economic growth to occur. 

 
14 North, Wallis, and Weingast focus on ‘open access orders’ instead of on inclusive institutions. ‘Inclusive institutions’ and 

‘open access orders’ are separate concepts, but they both refer to institutional settings based on the ideas of political equality, 

free entry and competition, and an unbiased system of law (North, Wallis, and Weingast 2009 p.114; Acemoglu and Robinson 

2012 p.74). With regard to the issue addressed by this section, the two concepts can be used interchangeably. 
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This idea is not entirely convincing, because the difference between ‘state’ and ‘society’ does not appear 

very clear. In their analysis, they juxtaposed social norms to formal rules, as if they came from two 

different groups, whereas the subjects that create the rules are the same, i.e., citizens. Certainly, the 

process of creating rules can take various forms and involves very different individuals, with disparate 

characteristics and roles. However, it is the community in its whole that accepts the rules and their 

enforcement. Hence, there is not a real distinction between ‘state’ and ‘society’, because they are both 

terms that refer to the community. An isolated community would never relax the cage of norms by giving 

more power to the ‘state’, since that would just mean to give more power to the community itself, that is 

the entity who created the cage of norms and enforced it. 

The real problem with inclusive political institutions is related to the BZSG. Acemoglu and Robinson 

have always assumed that people would desire growth and therefore act to expand the economy. This is 

not an assumption that should be made so easily.  

During the course of history, the ‘Image of Limited Good’ has certainly lost its grip on humans. The 

reasons why this happened are mostly two: 

1- The experience of economic growth and technological progress obviously demonstrated that the 

vision of a fixed global ‘pie’ was erroneous.  

2- Several important thinkers, even called “cultural entrepreneurs” (Mokyr 2017, pp.59 ff.), 

contested the vision of a static world and spread the idea that growth was possible. A fundamental 

breakthrough was the abandonment of the attitude of reverence towards nature in favor of a more 

inquiring spirit, aimed at understanding the environment in order to promote people’s well-being 

(Mokyr 2017).  

However, the softening of this mentality was gradual and certainly took a long time; only in the last few 

centuries people started taking as obvious that mankind’s future can be richer than the past. The sustained 

economic growth experienced starting from the Industrial Revolution was due to the emergence of 

inclusive political institutions, but also to the weakening of the BZSG15.  

A population with the BZSG and with broadly distributed power is destined to freeze its economy; if 

citizens do not believe that growth is possible, their target may just become to get all the wealth they can 

from the existent ‘pie’ (Rubin 2018). In a democratic country, in which the poor are the great majority, 

 
15 The rejection of the BZSG was one of the main elements that distinguished the West from the East and determined their 

divergent economic trajectories (Mokyr 2017, p.307).  
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the level of redistribution of wealth may tend to the maximum level, i.e., the level that allows realizing 

perfect equality. This would represent an enormous limit to growth16. Redistribution targeted at reaching 

economic equality, summed to a widespread presence of the BZSG, would recreate an institutional 

environment equal to those of the ancient egalitarian communities, where the zero-sum game becomes 

real, because growth is non-existent. In that case, the only possible innovations would return to be those 

obtained by chance, which can easily be copied or shared. 

In the presence of the BZSG, inclusive political institutions may lead to an outcome that is worse, in 

economic growth terms, than the slow growth rate provided by extractive political institutions17. With 

extractive political institutions, indeed, the élite would protect itself and conserve the possibility of 

accumulating wealth and making investments, as in the ancient non-egalitarian societies. 

Undoubtedly, in the present this scenario is very unlikely for several reasons. Firstly, even in western 

democracies the élite conserves a ‘de facto’ power (Acemoglu and Robinson 2006) that renders the 

decision of a complete redistribution of wealth almost impossible. The rich can exert considerable 

influence on the poor and can move easily from country to country, bringing their wealth with them. 

Secondly, military assets are now very different from the ‘democratized’ lethal weapons of hunter-

gatherers, so that the élite can exploit a strong disparity in military terms. Thirdly, modern zero-sum 

game believers do not think that the EIW is equal to the survival level, therefore they are much more 

prone to tolerate inequality. 

However, the mix between democracy and BZSG may cause the formation of a soft form of ‘envy-

barrier’, which could seriously undermine growth. Elected governments may focus their activities on 

imposing the highest level possible of redistribution of wealth, on limiting investment opportunities, and 

weakening the protection of private property rights. 

The following scheme summarizes the interaction between institutions and the BZSG: 

1. Inclusive political institutions + wide spread of the BZSG: minimum level of growth. Elected 

governments impose heavy obstacles to investments and innovation. The economy tends towards 

stagnation. 

 
16 Extreme redistribution would remove most of the incentives to make investments and innovate. Empirical evidence has 

shown that redistribution of wealth, which normally has a positive impact on economic growth, is instead significantly 

negative if it is “extensive” (Berg et al. 2018). 
17 Or by a “Despotic Leviathan’, as defined in (Acemoglu and Robinson 2019). 
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2. Extractive political institutions + wide spread of the BZSG: low level of growth. The élite 

members can make investments. However, they extract all the resources from normal citizens, 

preventing them from any opportunity to improve their conditions. 

3. Extractive political institutions + negligible presence of the BZSG: medium-low level of growth. 

The élite can make investments and tries to make the economy grow in order to have more 

resources to extract. However, it constrains growth because it fears creative destruction. 

4. Inclusive political institutions + negligible presence of the BZSG: sustained growth. 

Unfortunately, the BZSG was not completely eradicated in the past, and the risk that it may return popular 

exists. Psychologists started investigating it only in the last few years (Meegan 2010; Różycka-Tran, 

Boski, and Wojciszke 2015), so that we do not know in-depth what factors may increase its presence 

within a population. Some studies have shown that economic crises influence people to adopt it (Sirola 

and Pitesa 2017), therefore even economic stagnation may logically have a similar impact.  

Western world economies have sadly been slowing down for many years and continue to appear quite 

vulnerable. Furthermore, there are many movements that explicitly criticize the idea of growth and 

advocate degrowth, for reasons such as the protection of the environment and ecological sustainability18. 

These circumstances may strengthen the presence of the BZSG, by driving people to believe that growth 

will not be possible in the future. 

If western democracies allowed the BZSG to spread, they would be driven towards stagnation. This 

would leave them, paradoxically, in a worse situation than extractive dictatorships or oligarchies. History 

may repeat itself, by leading authoritarian countries to become more powerful than countries with 

inclusive institutions. 

The research on the BZSG is still in its infancy and may provide new important findings in the next few 

years. At the moment, however, it is hard to imagine how to address the problem of the BZSG with 

economic policies or regulations: acting on people’s beliefs is not easy for policymakers, who probably 

cannot do much to solve this issue.  

Education may instead play a decisive role. The BZSG is evidently more present among untrained 

individuals (Rubin 2003), who are not familiar with the basics of economics. Mandatory schools should 

explain the fallacy of the zero-sum game bias, in order to help people overcome this instinct. The benefits 

 
18 These movements influenced even scientific articles, which proclaimed the necessity of redebating growth and changing 

the paradigm for economic policies (e.g., Trawick and Hornborg 2015). 
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would be significant, both for the students, who would be more prepared to have positive-sum 

interactions in their professional and social life, and for the community at large.  

Furthermore, there are some methods used by teachers that almost certainly lead young learners to 

develop a zero-sum game mentality. These methods should be avoided. Consider, for instance, the habit 

of grading on a curve; students who get used to it are naturally influenced to believe that the gain of one 

subject means the loss of another. Subsequently, they are induced to believe that their fellows are only 

opponents, with whom cooperation is useless. The importance given on competition can be detrimental 

if it trains people to evaluate their performances only by comparing themselves to others; they will not 

improve their cooperation skills and will get used to have envious feelings, which cause almost only 

damages, both to them and to the people around them. 

 

Conclusion 

The main findings of the present study are summed up in the following lines: 

i) Economic inequality originated because of religious debates occurring within ancient 

communities. Aggrandizers managed to convince their neighbors of having a special 

connection with the divine, thereby becoming separate entities from their fellows and 

escaping from the cage of egalitarian norms. Ecological or economic variables did not play a 

decisive role. 

ii) Egalitarian communities gradually disappeared because their institutional setting imposed a 

major obstacle to innovation, due to the impossibility for their members to accumulate wealth 

and make investments. Non-egalitarian societies could outgrow them and gradually 

conquered all the lands that they found desirable. 

iii) The relationship between institutions and economic growth is affected by the presence of the 

BZSG. Inclusive political institutions do not lead to sustained economic growth, when this 

belief is widespread within the population, since the elected bodies focus entirely on 

redistributing the existing ‘pie’ and do not care about expanding it. In the presence of the 

BZSG, authoritarian countries manage to grow faster than democratic countries.  

The public needs to be aware of the harmfulness of the BZSG, especially in democratic countries. Further 

research is needed to understand how to constrain its presence. Education may probably be the best 

instrument we have at our disposal. 
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