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Significance

 Inequality is a central focus of 
contemporary scholarship. How 
did it reach its current extent? Is 
inequality a natural consequence 
of modernization, scalar growth, 
and/or Malthusian forces? Or, 
were increases in degrees of 
economic inequality less linearly 
driven such that the factors that 
underpinned rises in the 
potential degrees of inequality 
were not necessarily realized? 
Drawing on a large global sample 
of house sizes compiled 
principally from archaeological 
contexts, we assess alternatives 
with broad analytical 
implications. For the past, as in 
the present, variance in the 
institutions in governance is 
advanced as one key factor with 
implications on the degree to 
which household wealth 
inequalities were manifest.
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Long- entrenched grand narratives have tied inequality in large human aggregations to 
generally linear trends, a direct outcome of domestication, then fostered by popula-
tion growth and/or stepped scalar transitions in the hierarchical complexity of human 
institutions. This general pattern has been argued to short- circuit or reverse only in the 
context of cataclysmic disasters or societal breakdowns. Yet, for the most part, these uni-
versal deterministic frameworks have been constructed from historical or ethnographic 
snapshots in time and afford little systematic attention to human institutions or agency. 
Here, we leverage quantitative, temporally defined archaeological, and ethnographic 
data from a suite of global regions, most of which transitioned through the process of 
urbanism and complex hierarchy formation, to examine shifts in degrees of inequal-
ity over time. Although broad temporal patterns are evidenced, the regional trends in 
inequality are neither linear, uniform, nor triggered immediately or mechanically by 
Malthusian dynamics or scalar increases.

governance | grand narratives | inequality | urbanism | wealth

 Once viewed as a natural consequence of general evolutionary progress ( 1 ), an inevitable 
outcome triggered by persistent demographic growth ( 2 ), or increases in the size and 
hierarchical scale of societies ( 3 ), economic inequality has now moved from the background 
to the forefront of social scientific research and debate ( 4     – 7 ). In its present cross-disciplinary 
spotlight, questions concerning temporal and spatial inequalities in wealth abound. Yet, 
until recently ( 8 ), tracking and investigating the roots, cross-regional variance, and history 
of economic inequality remained largely outside a systematic empirical scope. Here, we 
build on recent research to examine wealth inequalities at a broad global scale, drawing 
on a large compilation of house-size data largely from archaeological contexts. In the 
process, we assess grand narratives. Did the degree of inequality increase uniformly over 
time? Was it triggered through a neo-Malthusian dynamic—persistent population growth 
and the pressures then placed on resources ( 9 )? Over time, can the extent or degree of 
economic inequality be explained largely by population growth and its consequences or 
by the growth of nucleated settlements (cities) and/or larger, more hierarchical political 
units ( 6 ,  10 )? Did the breakdown of urban polities necessarily usher in episodes of dimin­
ished economic inequality ( 9 )? Was humanity’s path to modern inequalities a linear, 
uniform, universal path, or was there variance (different historical paths) region to region, 
indicative that human institutions and governance as well as other factors had a critical 
role ( 6 )?

 The aforementioned queries are central to the identification and assessment of factors 
that promote inequalities in wealth. Yet the conceptual implications are potentially broader. 
If inequality in the past either was largely stagnant or, alternatively, increased linearly or 
mechanically through a presumed homogeneous past without consideration of institutions, 
governance, or choices ( 11 ), then an approach driven by universal factors, such as scalar 
growth and/or Malthusian forces, would seem warranted. On the other hand, if wider 
sociohistorical and deep time lenses are necessary to account more fully for the spatio­
temporal variance in wealth inequalities, then middle-range theoretical construction and 
approaches more in line with other historical sciences would seem essential ( 6 ,  12     – 15 ). 

Approach and Methods

 Although often beyond the conceptual center stage, the deep global history of economic 
stratification and inequality has received extensive scholarly attention ( 16 ). Recent syn­
theses tend to rely on comparative studies of colonial-era and more contemporary, syn­
chronic accounts, which then are ordered into stepwise sequences presumed to mirror 
diachronic processes ( 17 ). Each step up in scale is seen as accompanied by greater degrees 
of economic stratification ( 17 ,  18 ). The accounting of variation within societal stages often 
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then is left to idiosyncratic, cultural historical factors ( 19 ). Other 
approaches draw principally on European sequences of recorded 
inequality, whether derived from more recent accounts ( 20   – 22 ) 
or the Classical world ( 23 ). Although certainly informative, none 
of these approaches provide a global foundation from which shifts 
in wealth inequality can be systematically and quantitatively com­
pared across deep historical time frames in ways that also can be 
potentially compared to assessments of wealth inequalities today. 
Given the narrow temporal scope, patchiness, and predominately 
top–down foci of preserved written texts in premodern contexts, 
only the incorporation of archaeological data has the potential to 
yield such a widespread temporal and spatial empirical foundation 
( 24 ,  25 ).

 Nevertheless, a suitable archaeological indicator to compare 
economic inequality only became available following several 
advances in the discipline’s field and collaborative practices over 
the last decades. Most notably, archaeological research projects 
across the globe have shifted from a predominant focus on temples 
and tombs prior to the mid-twentieth century to investigatory 
programs designed to gather information on domestic contexts. 
From the inception of household archaeology, a key aim was to 
explore residential differentiation along a series of dimensions  
( 26 ,  27 ), including the examination of whether differences in the 
sizes of residences reflect variation in wealth ( 28 ). More recently, 
collaborative research agendas in archaeology ( 29 ) have stimulated 
the archiving and harnessing of a growing sample of published 
house size data from sites across the world ( 8 ,  30 ). As these studies 
employ a common metric across sampled contexts—distributions 
of house sizes—they facilitate transparent, empirically grounded, 
spatiotemporal comparison (SI Appendix, section 1 ).

 In this comparative investigation, residences are the principal 
unit of analysis. “Housing is a window into ancient patterns of 
life and society” ( 31 ). Wealth is defined as that which has value 
for a residential or domestic unit ( 32 ). Both in the past and the 
present housing is a principal component of domestic material 
wealth, possibly accumulated over generations where such trans­
mission is practical ( 33         – 38 ). Material wealth in housing is durable 
in the sense that it is transmitted intergenerationally between 
coresidents ( 39 ). Relative house sizes therefore are a key dimension 
of differences in value and hence material inequality ( 8 ,  30 ,  40 ). 
By definition, inequality is relational ( 41 ), and so comparisons 
between domestic units situated within specific communities pro­
vide a metric to compare the degree of disparity or inequality 
between localities in the sample. Comparative analyses of inequal­
ity in the past are important not merely to assess food insecurity 
and demographic imbalances but also to investigate and ultimately 
examine relationships with other dimensions of security, oppor­
tunity, well-being, and sustainability ( 42 ,  43 ).

 We use the Gini coefficient to compare spatial and temporal 
variation (the degree of unevenness) in the distributions of house 
sizes across sites or settlements. Gini indices have an extended 
history in archaeology ( 44 ,  45 ); they are a standard metric for 
assessing inequality relationally across populations ( 8 ,  30 ,  46 ). 
Gini values vary between near 0 (perfect equality) to near 1 (max­
imal inequality) and so provide a relatively straightforward quan­
titative measure to compare inequality across spatiotemporal cases 
that employ similar aggregation methods ( 47 ).

 To assess long-entrenched grand narratives regarding the 
often-assumed roles that political complexity, polity size or pop­
ulation, and time have been afforded as universal drivers or deter­
minants of economic inequality, we focus on a key dimension of 
inequality, disparities in house sizes that are measured through 
Gini coefficients calculated at the level of sites [SiteGiniLevel com­
pilation] ( 48 ).

 This set of data (drawn from 1,176 sites, which include 47,019 
houses) ensures integrity for each site sample, as the houses 
included for each were all derived from a specific site or settlement 
pertinent to a defined temporal range ( 48 ). When Gini coefficients 
are specified in temporal context for a particular site, we employ 
the midpoint of the temporal range. In addition, we examine two 
large subsets of that archive (SI Appendix, section 2 ). One subset, 
apex sites (includes 717 sites and 29,916 houses), is limited to 
settlements ranked at the top level in their polity ( 48 ). The second, 
the H50 subset (includes 176 sites and 33,180 houses), is com­
posed of only those sites for which we have robust samples of at 
least 50 houses. Although these subsets reduce the size of the site 
sample, they still include more than half of the houses in the 
SiteGiniLevel file while diminishing distortion that might result 
from sites with small samples of houses.  

Empirically Assessing Grand Narratives

 We stress that we are committed to framing big questions, such 
as the empirical foundations of interhousehold inequality. But 
asking big questions does not presume that the answers will be 
universal or a general grand narrative [( 49 ); contra ( 50 ), whose 
“grand narrative” is specific to a sociohistorical context]. For exam­
ple, economic inequality is often presumed inevitable, an epiphe­
nomenon or an inherent function of growth, spatial scale, or time 
( 3 ,  11 ). Increases in political complexity or the population size of 
polities are presumed to generate greater degrees of economic 
inequality. If these relationships are determinative, then variability 
in inequality values should not be pronounced and threshold 
effects might even be expected with each increment in hierarchical 
complexity or scale.

 To assess, we examined whether greater political complexity 
was strongly linked to higher degrees of economic inequality. The 
variable, Number of Levels [NofL] of political complexity 
(SI Appendix, section 3 ), which often is associated with the num­
ber of levels in the settlement hierarchy, was recorded (along with 
other information) by relevant regional experts for the polity in 
which each site was situated. For the SiteGiniLevel sample, this 
variable [NofL] ranged between one, where all settlements in a 
polity were of equal rank, to six (Roman England) for the vertically 
most complex political systems included in the sample. The num­
ber of levels of political complexity, a cross-cultural measure of 
jurisdictional hierarchy ( 51 ), was examined in relation to wealth 
differences in three ways ( Fig. 1 ). We first plotted all sites included 
in the SiteGiniLevel archive that pertained to a particular phase 
or time slice ( Fig. 1A  ). The relationship was weakly positive (r2  = 
0.16, P  < 0.01) with the Gini coefficients markedly variable for 
each level of complexity. And yet, when the number of hierarchical 
levels was three or greater, the extent or range of variation in Gini 
coefficients increased as did the magnitude of inequality in the 
most unequal cases.        

 This basic pattern remained comparable in the two subsets (apex 
sites and H50), although the relationships were slightly stronger. 
For apex sites ( Fig. 1B  ), the top-ranked sites in their respective 
polities, r2  = 0.22 (P  < 0.01), while for the H50 subset ( Fig. 1C  ), 
r2  = 0.27 (P  < 0.01). The subset of apex sites does not include 
small sites in hierarchical polities. These small sites tend not to 
reflect the polity’s full range of inequality (what ref.  48  refer to as 
the Polity-Scale Effect), so their exclusion may help account for 
the stronger relationship. The H50 subset includes sites with 
robust samples of houses. The exclusion of sites with small house 
samples may minimize measurement noise, contributing to a 
stronger r2  value ( Fig. 1 ). One way to think about this pattern is 
that as the hierarchical complexity of polities increased, the D
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potential for greater inequality did as well (especially in polities 
with at least three hierarchical levels), but that potential was not 
necessarily realized.

 An alternative grand narrative presumes that population growth 
is the inevitable driver of inequality ( 9 ). Two distinct and 
entrenched scenarios are prominent. One envisions steady demo­
graphic increases as eventually putting pressure on resources or 
constraining mobility, making flight from burgeoning inequality 
more difficult ( 52 ), possibly promoting hoarding, shortage, and 
inequitable distribution ( 53 ). The other relies on a more function­
alist argument: Population growth inherently leads to differenti­
ation in roles and activities, the innate and ultimate by-product of 
which is inequality ( 3 ). To investigate the relationship between 
population and inequality, we examined the same three samples, 
in each case regressing the Gini coefficient for residential disparity 
on logged population size estimates. The measurements by Gini 
coefficients ( Fig. 2 A –C  ) were both internally similar and illustrated 

a comparable pattern to that found for political hierarchy. Each 
regression was weakly positive with a broad range of variability. 
As polity populations grew, the extent of that variation also 
expanded, particularly for greater degrees of inequality. Never­
theless, larger demographic scale was not sufficient to result in 
uniformly high degrees of inequality; that outcome was consistent 
across all samples.        

 A further expectation of the Malthusian frame sees declines in 
inequality basically as only occurring in the face of cataclysmic 
conditions, such as major political breakdowns ( 9 ). Our sample 
is not sufficiently robust to test this expectation fully. Yet, we do 
have regional samples (SI Appendix, Fig. S1 ) surrounding two epic 

Fig. 1.   Relationship between the number of levels and Gini coefficients of 
residential disparity: (A) all sites in the SiteGiniLevel file (n = 1,164, number of 
residences = 46,350), (B) apex sites (n = 711, number of residences = 29,916), 
and (C) sites with 50 or more measured residential units (n = 170, number of 
residences = 32,611).

Fig. 2.   Relationship between the log of polity population and Gini coefficients 
of residential disparity: (A) all sites in the SiteGiniLevel file (n = 590, number of 
residences = 31,452), (B) apex sites (n = 243, number of residences = 17,421), 
(C) sites with 50 or more measured residential units (n = 110, number of 
residences = 25,238).
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episodes of political collapse, the fall of Roman England (ca. 410 
CE) and the decline of the early Central Mexican urban center of 
Teotihuacan (ca. 600 CE). While the Gini coefficients for England 
after Rome meet the expectations, Central Mexico following 
Teotihuacan’s decline seems not to; inequality rose at several spatial 
scales following the fall of that highland Mexican metropolis. 
Although we lack quantitative results, the collapse of early cities 
in Mexico’s Southern Highlands (ca. 800 to 900 CE) also was 
followed by seeming increases in the sizes of the largest residences 
and episodes of increased inequality ( 54   – 56 ).

 In this vein, even though for most global regions human pop­
ulations have generally increased over time (albeit not necessarily 
at a consistent tempo), inequality has not. If we view the five global 
continental-scale regions (Asia, Europe, Mesoamerica, North 
America, and South America) for which we have the largest site 
samples that also cover a long time-series (SI Appendix, Fig. S2 ), 
the marked variation within and between component subregions 
is apparent. Subregion to subregion, there is neither a consistent 
temporal trendline nor a uniform or unilineal pattern. Likewise, 
house-size disparities were neither stagnant nor stable either within 
or between regions. In each macroregion [Bigregion] ( 48 ), we do 
however see a recurrent tendency for sites with the greatest levels 
of inequality to be present later in the temporal sequence.

 Yet, for all five macroregions [Bigregions], neither domestica­
tion, the potential for agrarian surplus ( 57 ), nor even initial aggre­
gations in protourban and urban centers consistently led to major 
or generalized increases in inequality. The entrenched presumption 
that major increases in inequality were an immediate and direct 
outgrowth of farming and its potential for excess food production 
( 58 ) must be reconsidered. In Southwest Asia (SI Appendix, 
Fig. S2A  ), the greatest uptick in inequality values postdates the ear­
liest cities (ca. 3500 BCE). Likewise, in Mesoamerica (SI Appendix, 
Fig. S2C  ) the largest rise in inequality occurred centuries after the 
emergence of the earliest cities (ca. 500 BCE). In North America 
(SI Appendix, Fig. S2D  ), the greater inequality at and around 
Cahokia (ca. 1000 CE) long follows the presence of locally domes­
ticated plants in eastern North America (and even the later intro­
duction of exotic maize), but it was more closely timed with the 
adoption and reliance on that exotic plant ( 59 ). In each mac­
roregion, when higher degrees of inequality did arise at certain 
settlements, variation in the degree of inequality remained ( 8 ). 
So, while the potential for (and specific expressions of ) greater 
inequality increased in most subregions over time, such inequities 
were not uniformly materialized. More context-specific theoret­
ical construction at middle ranges ( 60 ,  61 ) of generality below 
the grand narratives is necessary to define the institutions and 
governance practices (at different scales) that check and impede 
inequality as well as those that promote and foster it. Only in 
this way do we stand a chance to understand “the diversity of 
inequality regimes that followed different” sequences through 
time ( 62 ,  63 ).  

Governance Matters

 Although the driving prime movers at the heart of grand narratives 
do not on their own fully account for or determine degrees of 
economic inequality, they nonetheless are important as these scalar 
factors do seem to expand the potential for greater inequalities to 
develop both within and between populations. Modes of govern­
ance, likewise, have not been found to have a deterministic effect 
on the specific degrees of inequality ( 64     – 67 ). And yet, past and 
present, it would be hard to refute that on a case-by-case basis 
differences in institutions and governance can affect the extent of 
inequality ( 12 ,  68 ,  69 ).

 Governance is defined as all processes associated with governing 
( 70 ). Thus, in many cases, it is multiscalar and with multiple levels. 
The contrast drawn between land-limited and labor-limited sub­
sistence production encompasses an aspect of bottom–up govern­
ance ( 71 ), and the relationship of this axis of variation to inequality 
is explored elsewhere in this collection ( 72 ). Here, we focus on 
what is now widely recognized as another key dimension of gov­
ernance, the degree to which decision-making power is centralized 
or distributed ( 73 ,  74 ). An expanding body of literature has doc­
umented that the centralization of decision making and the per­
sonalization of power do not necessarily neatly correlate (in the 
past or the present) with scale or hierarchical complexity of gov­
erning institutions ( 12 ,  73   – 75 ). The expert coding for this variable 
was undertaken at the same time that the individual houses and 
other variables were entered in the data archive. For the governance 
variable, the regional experts coded three nominal dimensions 
(political economy, leadership, and architecture), designed specif­
ically for archaeological cases, that mirrored an earlier study 
focused on prehispanic Mesoamerica ( 75 ). Following that study, 
each dimension was coded as either zero or one: zero for more 
autocratic and one for more collective/democratic forms of gov­
ernance (in a few cases where the available information was equiv­
ocal values of 0.5 were coded). The scores for the three dimensions 
were summed to make a governance variable with values ranging 
from zero to three. For clarity, and since autocracy is generally 
expected to be associated with greater degrees of inequality, we 
also use the inverse [Gov_I] of the original governance variable 
(SI Appendix, section 3 ) for certain analyses ( 48 ), in which zero 
indicates more collective/democratic governance and a score of 
three reflects greater concentrations of political power and decision 
making (autocracy). For some analyses, summed values of 0 to 1 
were considered as collective and were compared nominally to 
values of 1.5 to 3, which were lumped as autocratic.

 To evaluate whether this dimension of governance was reflected 
in inequality values, we nominally compared governance with the 
Gini coefficients for inequality using the subset of apex sites 
( Fig. 3 ). We found similar variance between the two ranges 
whether level 1 sites were included or not (SI Appendix, Fig. S3 ). 
This pattern also was borne out for all three analyses (SI Appendix, 
Fig. S4 ) when inequality was compared in relation to the inverse 
of the full range of governance values [Gov_I]. In fact, this dimen­
sion of governance (collective–autocratic) accounts for roughly 

Fig. 3.   Comparison of Gini coefficients of residential disparity for collectively 
(n = 563, number of residences = 22,110) and autocratically (n = 80, number 
of residences = 6,596) governed apex sites.
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the same amount of the variation in inequality as the number of 
hierarchical levels ( Fig. 1 ).        

 Autocratic leaders in a multitiered hierarchical polity have more 
opportunities to amass and concentrate wealth than autocratic 
leaders at the top of less hierarchical polities. To assess this expec­
tation, we constructed a composite variable (Hierarchical Clout) 
that summed the number of levels [NofL] and the inverse of gov­
ernance [Gov_I] so that potential values ranged from one to nine 
(SI Appendix, section 3 ). The top values in this scale reflect hier­
archical polities with autocratic governance and so concentrated 
power or clout at the apex of a hierarchical polity, while low values 
reflect nonhierarchical polities with more collective forms of gov­
ernance. Combining the hierarchical extent of polities and con­
centrated power into a single variable (Hierarchical Clout) permits 
the assessment of the expectation that at scale concentrated power 
facilitates the accumulation of wealth ( 76 ). We examined the same 
three subsets of the data file as in prior analyses ( Figs. 1  and  2 ); 
the sizes of the samples were affected by the elimination of some 
cases due to missing data. Hierarchical Clout made little difference 
in the r2  for the SiteGiniLevel file as a whole ( Figs. 1A   and  4A  ). 
But the relationships ( Fig. 4 B  and C  ) were stronger for the subset 
of apex sites (r2  = 0.30, P  < 0.01) and H50 subset (r2  = 0.42,  
P  < 0.01); an even stronger positive relationship (r2  = 0.50, P  < 
0.01) was found for another subset (H100) in which cases were 
limited to sites with at least 100 house measurements (SI Appendix, 
section 2 and Fig. S5 ). How power is concentrated affects the 
realization of inequality.        

 As the potential for inequality expands at the central places 
(apices) in more hierarchically organized polities ([NofL] ≥ 3), the 
degree to which political power is concentrated impacts the extent 
to which inequality is materialized. Even at scale, the institutions 
and practices associated with collectively organized polities were 
able to mute or level (at least to degrees) the concentration of 
wealth. To assess this relationship, we compared apical sites as 
either collective or autocratic by simply dividing the range of the 
governance scale into two halves ( Figs. 3  and  5A  ). For apical sites 
in this sample that are the central place (generally cities) in hier­
archical polities of three or more levels, governance clearly matters 
for the degree of inequality. Only two of the 29 apex sites in 
hierarchical polities of three or more levels (Xochicalco and 
Tenochtitlan) that had collective forms of governance also had 
Gini coefficients larger than (above the) the regression line for 
autocratic sites at the apices of polities of the same ranks 
(SI Appendix, section 4 ). The collectively governed sites with low 
Gini coefficients are present in five macroregions (Asia, Europe, 
Mesoamerica, North America, and South America) and include 
such premodern urban centers as Athens (Greece), Monte Albán, 
Teotihuacan, and Tlaxcallan in highland Mexico, Cahokia (North 
America), and Mohenjo-daro in Pakistan ( 77       – 81 ). Only eight 
apical sites with at least three levels had Gini coefficients larger 
than 0.75 (high degrees of inequality). All eight of these central 
places were situated in Southwest Asia (Assur, Babylon, Zincirli 
Höyuk, Nuzi, and Tel El Amarna), South America (Chan Chan 
and Gallindo), or Europe (Knossos).        

 When the relationship between inequality and Hierarchical 
Clout is examined using the H50 subset and sorted by macrore­
gions [Bigregion] ( Fig. 5B  ), a similar pattern is observed. The 
highest degrees of inequality are found for hierarchically organ­
ized polities with autocratic governance, and these polities largely 
were situated in Southwest Asia, Europe, and South America (in 
contrast to Mesoamerica or North America). In other words, 
greater degrees of inequality were realized in the three (of these 
five) macroregions where two key resources were present, herd 
animals and metals. Metals ( 82 ) are found in prehispanic 

Mesoamerica after 600 to 700 CE, which coincides with higher 
Gini values at some Mesoamerican central places (SI Appendix, 
Fig. S2C  ). The relevance of herd animals extends beyond the 
plow and traction. And South American camelids were never 
used in that way. Rather, herd animals (as well as metals) have 
been termed external resources ( 12 ,  54 ,  68 ,  73 ,  83 ), that is, 
sources of wealth that can in themselves be accumulated and 
monopolized without heavy dependence on labor. Herd animals 
also serve to minimize the friction of distance and facilitate 
long-distance exchange ( 84 ). External resources, including met­
als, herd animals, and control over trade routes, underpin the 
institutions of governance that facilitate the concentration of 
power ( 85 ). As an example, another Southwest Asia city, Kültepe 
Kanesh, had a Gini value above 0.70, a high Hierarchical Clout 
score (≥7), and an economy heavily dependent on long-distance 
exchange ( 86 ).

Fig. 4.   Relationship between hierarchical clout and Gini coefficients of 
residential disparity: (A) all sites in the SiteGiniLevel file (n = 1,059, number of 
residences = 44,501), (B) apex sites (n = 643, number of residences = 28,706), 
and (C) sites with 50 or more measured residential units (n = 164, number of 
residences = 32,259).
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 We must be careful about causality here. We are not proposing 
that herd animals, metal, or the control of trade routes directly 
caused the concentration of power and wealth, but rather that 
when governance institutions and practices were in place that did 
not check, or even fostered, the consolidation of power, those 
external resources facilitated the accumulation, monopolization, 
and personalization of wealth. In collectively organized polities, 

labor, mainly subaltern labor, is necessary to fund governance and 
amass small amounts of wealth. The importance of labor is indi­
cated for apex sites ( Fig. 5C  ) by the significant relationship (r2  = 
0.14, P  < 0.01) between polity population and governance for 
collectively organized polities. In contrast, there was basically no 
relationship between polity population and governance for auto­
cratically organized apical centers. This relationship also was found 
for the H50 sample (SI Appendix, Fig. S6 ). Autocratic principals 
amass wealth, invest in their houses and other property, without 
making the infrastructural investments that attract and maintain 
large labor forces, and hence concentrated populations over time 
( 87 ,  88 ). These findings accord with warnings ( 89 ,  90 ) against 
overly deterministic frames and uncontextualized grand narratives 
that see inequality as an inevitable outcome of scalar increases in 
human sociopolitical formations. As the scale of human polities 
increased, the potential for greater inequalities emerged but clearly 
that prospect was not necessarily or inevitably realized and the 
institutions of governance (and their associated leveling mecha­
nisms and values) were factors that could mute or check the extent 
to which wealth was concentrated. As Elinor Ostrom ( 91 ) cau­
tioned in her Nobel Prize address: “When the world we are trying 
to explain…however, is not well described by a simple model, we 
must continue to improve our frameworks and theories so as to 
be able to understand complexity and not simply reject it.”  

Conceptual Implications

 Taken at face value, the conceptual implications are both scientif­
ically disruptive ( 92 ) and wide reaching. Before following these 
inferential threads, a frank discussion of study limitations (and 
strengths) is in order. Of course, wealth inequality is only one 
dimension of inequality, and although housing is generally seen 
as a key element of cumulative wealth ( 8 ,  34 ,  93 ), relative house 
sizes are just one metric. Despite these caveats, the global and 
temporal scope as well as the number of sample cases in this anal­
ysis far exceed that in any previous research program ( 20 ,  30 ,  94 , 
 95 ). Not only can we assess a longer time horizon than was quan­
titatively examined before, but the time-series sequences for 
regions outside Europe are now more ample. The use of a consist­
ent metric grounded in material remains (rather than documents) 
also provides consistency and is free of the top–down biases that 
can affect textual records. The analytical potential and importance 
of this empirical sample drawn mostly from archaeology’s material 
record cannot be dismissed as these new data sharpen the ocular 
for a truly global history.

 The spatiotemporal breadth of this record clearly outlines a past 
for our species that was neither homogeneous, static, nor univer­
sally aligned with a linear or progressive sequence. The recorded 
variability in inequality at all scales likewise makes clear that we 
have not uniformly moved from an equitable past to an unequal 
present ( 96 ). Different historical paths are empirically evident, 
and they reveal patterns and trends that are neither uniform or 
linear, but afford roles to human agency and institutions ( 13 ,  97 ). 
No longer should we rely exclusively on select snapshots from the 
recent past, the last centuries of European history, or even the 
Classical Mediterranean world as appropriate analogs for human 
history writ large. Unquestionably, sedentary life and plant and 
animal domestication underpinned a potential for greater degrees 
of inequality, but the effects were not immediate and the specific 
paths and processes of change were variable place to place and 
region to region. The empirical patterns that we see illustrate that 
growth in the scale of settlements and increases in the hierarchical 
complexity of institutions were neither determinative nor inevi­
table (necessary and sufficient causal) drivers of higher degrees of 

Fig. 5.   Variability in governance and inequality: (A) relationship between 
number of levels and Gini coefficients of residential disparity for collectively 
(n = 563, number of residences = 22,110) and autocratically (n = 80, number 
of residences = 6,596) governed apex sites, (B) relationship between 
hierarchical clout and Gini coefficients of residential disparity for sites with 
50 or more measured residential unit in five macroregions [Bigregion] (Asia, 
n = 34, residences = 4,644; Europe, n = 31, number of residences = 10,088; 
Mesoamerica, n = 52, number of residences = 11,629; North America, n = 17, 
number of residences = 1,874; South America, n = 23, number of residences 
= 3,305), and (C) relationship between the log of polity population and Gini 
coefficients of residential disparity for collectively (n = 202, residences = 11,890) 
and autocratically (n = 34, residences = 5,454) governed apex sites.
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inequality. Yet, they did raise the potential for greater degrees of 
inequality to manifest.

 Rather, our results reflect probabilities and align with the view 
that degrees of inequality are to an important extent socially con­
structed albeit in patterned ways ( 98 ). “On balance, this wave of 
research pushes the frontier away from simple global patterns 
toward a richer set of explanations of inequality episodes” ( 99 ). 
Theory building that breaks from now-refuted presumptions of 
universality, linearity, and progress, as well as overly generalized 
grand narratives is in order. If we are to understand cities and the 
variable manifestations of inequality in them, human choices, 
institutions, and governance must be integrated into conceptual 
construction, whether the explanatory target is the present, the 
past, or the sequences of deep time that connect the two.    

Data, Materials, and Software Availability. csv file has been deposited in tdar 
(https://core.tdar.org/project/496853/the- global- dynamics- of- inequality- gini- 
project) (100).
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