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Individual differences in social and political attitudes have their roots in evolved motives for basic kinds of 

social relationships. Egalitarianism is the preference for the application of the one of these relational models-

equality—over that of another—dominance—to the context of societal intergroup relations. We present recent 

research on the origins of egalitarianism in terms of universal social cognitive mechanisms (activated as early 

as infancy), systematic (partly heritable) individual differences, and the affordances and constraints of one’s 

immediate and macro-structural context. Just as the psychological impact of socioeconomic conditions depends 

on the mind being equipped to perceive and navigate them, so the expression of the evolved underpinnings of 

inequality concerns depends critically on social and societal experiences.  

Highlights: 

• Societal politics and ideology are undergirded by basic relational strategies rooted in dilemmas of resource 

distribution. 

• Core representations and motives for equality and hierarchy emerge in infancy. 

• Individual differences in egalitarian strategies manifest in infancy, stabilize in adolescence, and are partly 

heritable. 

• The extent, consensuality, and predictive power of egalitarianism depend on societal context. 

• A multi-level approach is needed to account for both the biological and socio-ecological foundations of 

egalitarianism. 
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1. Introduction 

A central dilemma at the interface of the individual and the socio-ecological context concerns the distribution of 

resources, whether assets, territory and living conditions, or rights such as priority, preferential care, and 

decision-making. Such material and political arrangements and the relationships they engender are so 

fundamental to the challenge of human sociality that the psychology for navigating them has deep evolutionary, 

developmental, and cross-cultural roots [1,2]. We argue that attitudes toward the (un)equal distribution of 
resources in society are grounded in universal representations and motives concerning basic social 

relationships, whose manifestation is critically dependent on socio-ecological context. Individual levels of 

egalitarianism at any one point in time reflect ongoing interactions between evolved psychological 

architecture, systematic individual differences, and the affordances and constraints of one’s immediate and 

macro-structural environment. 

2. Navigating inequality is core to social cognition 

In order for socio-ecological conditions to have a formative influence on human psychology, the human mind 
must arrive in the world with the ability to understand and respond to social relationships that have a political 

and material dimension [3,4]. Indeed, evidence from multiple sources indicates that representations and 

preferences concerning unequal social relations constitute the building blocks of social cognition, with 

downstream consequences for perceptions, attitudes, and behavior.  
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Inequality concerns are at the core of two of the four basic relational forms which have been found to govern 

resource distribution across cultures. A relationship based on equality determines that resources be balanced 

and distributed to everyone to the same degree and/or in turns, whereas one based on hierarchy determines 

that they be allocated preferentially to those at the top in terms of dominance, authority, or prestige [1]. 

Distributive fairness, on this account, does not equate to equality, but is instead the satisfactory enactment of 

the rules of a particular relational model in its appropriate social context.  

Representations and even motives concerning the principles of equality and hierarchy emerge early in infancy, 
suggesting they form part of the set of innate social-cognitive mechanisms with which all humans are endowed. 

Preverbal infants appear egalitarian, predicting and preferring that outcomes be distributed equally in the 

absence of other information [5–9], and approaching equal over unequal distributors [7,8]. If one agent has 

previously dominated another, however, they expect third parties will distribute most resources to the more 

dominant agent [10] (see also [11]). Infants also use the formidability cues of body, coalition size, and previous 

win-lose history to predict who will dominate whom in zero-sum conflict [12–14], and those who prevail 

because others defer to them motivate selective affiliation behavior [15]. Although in principle egalitarian 

expectations need not imply altruistic sharing of personal, valuable resources (cf. [1]), systematic individual 

differences that functionally link the two seem to emerge in infancy: A significant majority of the infants who 

expect equal resource distributions also share their preferred toy with an unfamiliar experimenter, whereas 

most infants who expect unequal distributions keep their preferred toy to themselves [9,16,17]. Importantly, 

this link between egalitarianism and altruism is already parochial in nature, with children’s desire to ensure 

equal outcomes being limited to ingroup members, once group identity is made salient [18] (see also [19]).  

As people move from childhood to adulthood, they face the critical question of how resources should be 

distributed in a wider collective: Is it fair or unfair that some groups of people have more resources than 

others, and if so, when and through what principles? We argue that egalitarianism may be scaled from the 

interpersonal to the intergroup level, as a preference that the basic relational form of equality, as opposed to 

that of hierarchy, govern the distribution of resources in a society. Indeed, the most widely used measure of 

anti-egalitarianism, social dominance orientation (SDO) [20], consists of two sub-dimensions corresponding to 

both equality and hierarchy: SDO-E measures preferences regarding equality between social groups, while 

SDO-D indexes an orientation in favor of groups being arrayed in a dominance hierarchy [21,22].  

Decades of research conducted in multiple countries and cultures demonstrates that anti-egalitarianism 

measured in this way predicts support for ideologies, policies and behaviours that enhance versus attenuate 

disparities between social groups, including racism, sexism, fiscal conservatism, and harsh treatment of the 

poor, criminals, and immigrants  [2,23,24]. SDO has emerged  as a key explanatory variable in understanding 

even the most recent efforts to uphold intergroup hierarchy, such as through far-right nationalism and 

persecution of Muslims [25–29] (see also [30]), suggesting that such efforts are fueled by equality concerns 

that are ultimately grounded in dilemmas of resource distribution.  This orientation is not only general, but 

enduring, and influential: new work using advanced longitudinal methods has demonstrated the stability of 

both sub-dimensions of SDO, as well as its ability to predict other social attitudes over time, already in 

adolescence [31] (see also [32,33]). 

Importantly, key findings among adults at the intergroup level mirror those among infants and young children 

at the interpersonal level: general expectations that resources should be distributed equally correlate with 

being willing to help and share resources with others, specifically, low power societal groups [24]. For example, 

egalitarianism predicts willingness to pay taxes to fund government-provided universal healthcare across 29 

nations [34]. Echoing default infant expectations and preferences for equality, average levels of SDO in 

representative population samples and meta-analytic estimates of the average SDO level across many nations 

indicate that the majority of adults prefer between-group equality over hierarchy (see [35–37]). And to the 

degree that adults prefer between-group hierarchy,  they endorse legitimizing myths that justify such unequal 

resource distributions as the product of right and fair commonly-recognized principles (e.g., conservatism, the 

Protestant Work Ethic, or meritocracy [2]), not by appeal to crude differences of power [2], echoing the way 

toddlers approach those whose precedence is recognized by others, but not those who retort to brute coercion 

[15].  



3. Individual differences in egalitarianism reflect flexible biological strategies that respond to social 
ecology 

We have seen one way in which socio-ecological concerns are inscribed in human nature, through universal, 
early emerging representations and motives concerning equality and hierarchy, which arguably underpin 
egalitarianism at the intergroup level. Might it also be possible that individual differences in the application of 
equality versus hierarchy to societal resource distribution, too, are reflected in such evolutionary logic? The 
potentially evolved nature of the social cognitive processes underlying egalitarianism might lead one to expect 
little of the individual variation in their workings to have biological roots [38]. Yet, precisely because of the 
changing nature of socio-ecological demands and affordances, there are also reasons why evolution might 
sustain heritable variation in dispositions toward egalitarian versus hierarchical strategies.  

For example, the evolutionary logic of social bargaining leads to the prediction that those with greater ability to 

win fights over resources, insofar as they will be more likely to end up near the top of social hierarchies, will 

give greater support to unequal resource distributions. In support of this claim, multiple studies from 

international samples report a positive correlation between SDO (and related forms of anti-egalitarianism) and 

physical formidability, in particular among men, for whom resources have greatest adaptive value [39–42]. 

This association holds even when controlling for time spent on activities designed to increase formidability (i.e. 

lifting weights), suggesting that physical characteristics drive SDO levels, rather than the reverse [42]. However, 

the relationship is also shaped by socio-ecological cues, as it comes out most strongly among those men who 

have achieved a dominant hierarchy position in terms of socioeconomic standing [40,42]. 

Thus, to the extent that egalitarianism is partly heritable, its transmission is likely governed by principles of 

balancing or fluctuating selection, in which the adaptive value of a trait depends on the dynamics of social 

ecology (including the existing distribution of related traits in a population, see [43,44]). Evolutionary game 

theoretical modelling based on these principles leads to the expectation that any population will possess a 

variety of heritable adaptive strategies for navigating equal and hierarchical social relations, analogous to the 

stabilization of hawk/dove dynamics (see [45]). Consistent with this, the largest twin study conducted to date 

found that both the equality and the hierarchy sub-dimensions of SDO have substantial heritability (24% and 

37%, respectively). Importantly, the shared variance between SDO and political attitudes predominantly 

reflected the same genetic, rather than environmental, underpinnings (mean genetic correlation 0.51) [46]. This 

implies that the adaptive strategies being passed on from one generation to the next involve differing 

preferences for equality versus hierarchy to apply to societal intergroup relations in addition to the proclivity 

to implement these relational preferences through whatever hierarchy-attenuating versus hierarchy-enhancing 

means are afforded by the concurrent political, cultural, social, and material context—a ‘behavioural syndrome’ 

for resource distribution and territoriality, to use the cross-species language of behavioural ecology [47]. 

Convergent with this, adolescents resemble their parents in general anti-egalitarianism, as captured by SDO, 

which in turn mediates parent-child similarity in general prejudice [48].  

4. Egalitarianism responds to societal conditions 

A key insight of the socio-ecological approach is that any evolved psychological proclivities and their genetic 

variation must be realized in the context of relationships and environments strewn with objective power and 

resource differentials. Indeed, although we recently found SDO to be heritable, the strongest setting of SDO 

levels in fact occurred through the unique environmental experiences of each individual twin [46], highlighting 

the centrality of socio-ecological conditions in determining one’s level of egalitarianism. At the interpersonal 

level, which relational form will stabilize to govern the distribution of resources depends on the possibility, 

costs and benefits of acquiring, monopolizing and consuming resources for a particular individual in a 

particular context (cf. [49]). At the intergroup level, whether it is adaptive to desire the application of equality 

versus hierarchy to societal relations should thus depend not only one one’s individual characteristics and 

social experiences, but also the nature of the broader social-structural context and one’s position within it (see 

also [50]). 

Indeed, in line with social dominance theory, levels of SDO are affected by the experience of being socialized or 

temporarily placed into a high status group (e.g., [51,52]; see also [11]), while experimental work has observed 

SDO to increase with situational threats to status or identity (e.g., most recently, [53]).  



Research is currently turning toward influences on processes of egalitarianism at the societal level, the most 

relevant socio-ecological context for adjudicating intergroup resource distribution. Cross-national differences 

in average levels of egalitarianism are observed as early as childhood. Recent multi-nation studies using 

economic games have found that that children’s tendency to object to inequalities between third parties, or 

unequal situations that benefit them, emerges earlier and more reliably in Western, individualistic cultures 

[54–56]. Aversion to inequality in such abstract scenarios is also observed to be higher among adults in 

societies with greater market integration, an index of economic development [57]. This pattern in economic 

game behavior is similar to the cross-societal pattern in expressed preferences for equality, which are more 

prevalent in states with higher gross national income [35]. On the other hand, macro-structural inequality (as 

measured by the GINI coefficient and indices of gender and happiness inequality) increases psychological 

preferences for intergroup inequality among high status groups across nations and American states, and these 

anti-egalitarian preferences are also associated with poorer levels of democratic governance and press 
freedom, greater risk of violent conflict, and greater intergroup discrimination [35,58]. Thus, it seems that it 

pays off, in general, for people to endorse inequality at the interpersonal and intergroup level if they occupy 

high power positions in already unequal contexts in which resources are scarce, identity is a source of conflict, 

and intergroup repression is the norm. Indicating that social-ecological dynamics in part play out through 

evolved behavioral syndromes that manifest at the individual level (and that any such psychological behavioral  

syndromes are critically affected by socio-ecological dynamics), the effect of macro-structural economic 

inequality on support for racism, sexism, persecution of immigrants, and opposition to social welfare among 

White Americans surveyed across American states was mediated by individual support for anti-egalitarianism 

[58].  

Societal factors affect not only a population’s average egalitarianism, but also the difference in egalitarianism 
between groups occupying different positions on the societal hierarchy. The largest cross-national meta-
analysis of SDO found that although, as predicted by social dominance theory [2], average anti-egalitarianism 
levels are always greater among men (versus women) and high power (versus low power) ethnic groups, the 
degree of dissociation in equality concerns between the groups depends on national and cultural context. Those 
countries with greater economic wealth, higher levels of gender equality, and more individualistic and liberal 
values exhibit greater differences in SDO between gender and ethnic groups than countries that are less 
advanced in terms of economic development and gender empowerment, and more traditional and collectivistic 
in values [51]. This suggests that as a society becomes more modern, its citizens are more likely to adjust their 
relational expectations away from a collective consensus (whether concerning equality or hierarchy), to fit with 
the interests of their specific group. 

Finally, societal characteristics also affect the way in which equality (versus hierarchy) is implemented in the 
context of intergroup relations, as reflected in the predictive power of egalitarianism vis-à-vis other social and 
political attitudes. Just as a population’s average level, as well as its differential group-based patterning, of 
egalitarianism increases as its social ecology progresses towards equality on the parameters above, so does the 
formation of sociopolitical attitudes by egalitarianism: Stronger negative correlations between SDO and 
support for the poor, protection of minorities, support for women in leadership, and environmentalism, are 
observed in countries with less economic distress, greater democratic protections, greater gender 
empowerment, and better environmental standards, respectively [59,60]. This pattern mirrors the finding at 
the within-nation level that having more economic resources heightens egalitarianism’s predictive power [34], 
in line with social dominance theory’s claim that ideological coherence is stronger among high power groups 
[2]. The overall pattern suggests that as severe ecological constraints are lifted, people will draw more strongly 
on their underlying relational orientation in deciding attitudes towards the distribution of resources among 
groups in society. 

Of course, an interactionist perspective implies that the relationship between individual levels of egalitarianism 
and socio-ecological experiences is bidirectional and complex. Just as socio-ecology shapes the dynamics of 
equality concerns, so socio-ecological cues are mediated through relational preferences. Indeed, egalitarianism 
shapes how one experiences personal discrimination [33], material signs of inequality [61], and exposure to 
others in need [62,63]. A recent meta-analysis of 660 samples across 36 cultures found that cultures with more 
egalitarian (versus hierarchical) values produced stronger associations between intergroup contact and 
prejudice [64], implying that positive social experiences can only fully translate into improved social attitudes 
in a cultural context supportive of equality as the principle governing societal resource distribution. 



5. Conclusion & outstanding issues 

Understanding egalitarianism in terms of fundamental relational motives manifesting in socio-ecological 

context enables the drawing of connections across disciplines and levels of analysis. The developmental 

literature points toward an early-emerging understanding of the implications of equality and hierarchy for the 

distribution of resources and rights, and possibly stable preferences for the application of these relational 

models to contexts of resource distribution. These basic preferences are likely precursors to later, enduring 

individual differences in the preferred application and implementation of equality versus hierarchy to the 

context of societal intergroup relations, as uncovered by political psychologists. The question of how and when 

individuals gravitate toward one or the other relational model in adopting political attitudes draws on multiple 

factors. Inherited characteristics such as sex, physical formidability, and temperament should interact with the 

experience of being socialized into a particular role and group, in addition to the wider societal dynamics 

concerning power, resources, and environmental conditions (see also [65]). 

Fully fleshing out this picture will entail empirical efforts with just such a transdisciplinary, multi-level 

sensibility. For example, the question of what occurs between early childhood and adulthood could be 

addressed with longitudinal studies tracking how experiences such as family socioeconomic status, parenting 

style, and school playground dynamics shape the relational orientations of young people as they mature. 

Multilevel analyses across towns, provinces, and countries can help reveal how institutional policies and 

political systems affect the evolving attitudes of particular population segments toward the most divisive 

political questions concerning who is entitled to what. Addressing these questions with an eye to both the 

psychological potency of social-structural conditions and the intuitive relational logic that evolved through 

species and generations will enable a full account of egalitarianism as a classic socio-ecological system. 
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