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On September 17, 2011, hundreds of demonstrators converged on Wall 
Street’s iconic “Charging Bull” statue for a protest against rising economic 
inequality. Police thwarted their efforts to amass around the bull, and the 
motley crew of activists dispersed to nearby parks and plazas in lower Man-
hattan. They waved signs and broke into chants; a choir sang “The Star-
Spangled Banner.” Some, mostly anarchists, had brought tents and sleeping 
bags determined to extend the protest. They eventually settled for the night 
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in an empty square of concrete known as Zuccotti Park, creating a 60-per-
son-strong encampment that would grow in number to a couple hundred 
over the next two months. Occupy Wall Street had begun (Moynihan 2011; 
Pepitone 2011).
 The Occupy Movement’s success in inciting widespread interest during 
its time in the park was startling. There had been little media coverage that 
day. There were no clear leaders, no budget, not even a list of demands. 
Enthusiasts of vastly diverse causes—veganism, alternative energy, a higher 
minimum wage—had united under a single banner to suggest that society 
was being hijacked by the richest 1 percent of the population. Yet income 
equality per se was neither a new nor broadly galvanizing issue.
 In the United States and many other parts of the world, the national gap 
between rich and poor had been widening steadily since the 1980s. Since 
that time, there had been many considered arguments about the relation-
ship between rising income inequality, economic stagnation, undue politi-
cal influence, and the health of the middle class (Stiglitz 2012; Reich 2015). 
But there was little public outcry until the occupation of Zuccotti Park. 
How then did the occupiers galvanize interest on inequality?
 The Occupy Movement’s success was in no small part spurred by its re-
framing of public discourse (Lakoff 2004). Western discussions of income 
inequality for more than a century had been associated with communism 
and the overthrow of capitalist regimes. These were the values of many of 
the Occupiers, but the movement’s rallying cry of “We are the 99%” struck 
a chord with most people even though many disagreed with the group’s 
methods and manifestos.
 Across the political spectrum, people felt, as United States President 
Barack Obama would note, “that their institutions aren’t looking out for 
them” (Dwyer 2011). The “We are the 99%” slogan did not offer a solu-
tion—even within the movement there would be acrimonious debate on 
the wildly different methods offered for fixing national and global insti-
tutions—but it gave voice to a problem. People were not being heard. A 
covenant was broken. The system was unfair. And fairness matters.
 This book is about the origins, endurance, and elasticity of our ideas 
about fairness and how these ideas have shaped the development of soci-
eties at critical moments over the last 20,000 years. During this extended 
period, I will argue that fairness—which I will define colloquially for now 
as treating people right—has been the guiding principle in the creation of 
quite distinct economic, political, and social institutions.
 People at the end of the Ice Age lived in small, highly mobile bands 
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where a fair society meant relative equality that was sustained through se-
vere limits on accumulation and rigorously enforced customs and sanc-
tions. Times, of course, have changed. Steel replaced stone, lean-tos gave 
way to brick houses, and most of us now live in capitalist societies where 
far greater social, economic, and political differences are tolerated and even 
celebrated. For many scholars who study the broad sweep of history, our 
sense of fairness has fundamentally changed along the way (Flannery and 
Marcus 2012, Johnson and Earle 2000; Morris 2015; Scheidel 2017; Stanish 
2017).
 Fairness is a cultural construct—what was construed as fair to a big 
game hunter in 12,000 BC North America is certainly not the same as what 
is fair to a commodities trader in contemporary Shanghai. Yet, I will argue 
in this book that what felt right to Late Pleistocene hunter-gatherers has 
nonetheless played a pivotal role in how we first settled in villages, formed 
states, waged wars, and, yes, started on the path to today’s widening in-
come inequality. Eight million years of hominid evolution forged a sense of 
fairness that by the Late Pleistocene was informed by expectations for the 
following five criteria: (1) familial hierarchy; (2) fierce egalitarianism; (3) 
widespread, frequent collaboration; (4) within-group trust and allegiance; 
and (5) task-based leadership (Boehm 2012a).
 This uniquely human sense of fairness is not some relic of “the savage 
within,” an id deeply buried over the years beneath the weight of civili-
zation (contra Freud 1930; also see Fox 2011). Our evolved expectation 
for fairness is instead ever-present, playing a fundamental role in shap-
ing our dynamic relationship with the humans, plants, animals, buildings, 
and other things that make up our world (DeLanda 2006). In the midst of 
ever-changing circumstances that are always beyond our control, we try to 
cobble together some semblance of fairness for ourselves, our families, and 
the larger groups to which we belong.
 The temporary solutions that we create under given circumstances are 
institutions—a society’s “rules of the game” (North 1990: 3)—that have to 
be tweaked as more people spent more time together, and these institu-
tions need to be continually justified as fair to an often-skeptical public. 
Human history after the Pleistocene can be told as the story of the cre-
ation, maintenance, and collapse of the institutions required to sustain the 
larger cooperative units necessary for survival as families began to settle 
down (Carballo 2013a; Blanton 2016). Cooperation, almost inevitably, re-
quires accommodations that were once deemed unacceptable under earlier 
circumstances.


