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Abstract 

Because of their inevitable physical manipulation by larger people, infants universally generalize 

regarding bigger beings’ ability to dominate smaller ones. As children grow, other people link 

additional hierarchies to this first one, through both physical guidance and discourse. Thus, these 

diverse hierarchies are connected cognitively from the start. People come to see these diverse 

relations as sharing the feature of ‘hierarchy’ — a socially recognized vertical inequality — and 

adults commonly make explicit analogies among them. Individuals’ ideas of and attitudes toward 

hierarchies are complex and change with experience throughout life. Despite considerable 

differences, ideas of hierarchy are commensurate. 

This account has several implications: (1) The development of a concept of level relations 

is separate, and cognitive dissonance does not inevitably result from the simultaneous application 

of both concepts. (2) This analysis fits with a developmental view of evolution that neither 

privileges nor rejects the effects of genetic material a priori; nor does it dichotomize genetics and 

culture. (3) Notions that are commonly glossed as power might be derived from the social 

hierarchy concept or be fostered by it. (4) The cognitive linkages among different types of social 

hierarchy can be quite weak, so changing people’s attitudes toward multiple hierarchies requires 

addressing each. 

 

Introduction 

Before researchers or anyone else can discuss the extent to which a group or relationship is 

hierarchical, they must recognize the general concept of hierarchical relations. This essay 

provides an account of how each person, even those in relatively non-hierarchical environments, 

develops a unique but commensurate understanding of social hierarchy — that is, patterned, 

vertical inequality. Infants develop the kernel of this idea as larger people physically dominate 

them — although this proceeds differently from child to child. As people grow, they learn to 
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extend this expectation regarding vertical inequality to other relations, allowing them to readily 

make and understand analogies between hierarchies from otherwise different semantic domains. 

This universally commensurate but individually variable recognition of hierarchy is not hard-

wired genetically but develops through experience; it has evolved along with other facets of 

human development, including infants’ helplessness and people’s cognitive flexibility.
1
 The 

present analysis should inform improvements in formal education and campaigns to motivate 

behavioral change. 

This is not an entry in the debate over the ways in which humans have evolved to 

organize politically in a hierarchical or level fashion. (I reserve the term egalitarian to refer to an 

attitude or ideology favoring level, or horizontal, relations.) Humans observably have the 

flexibility to organize in both ways, and individuals can thrive as part of both sorts of 

organization. What is most important for this analysis is that, regardless of its overarching 

political organization, every society contains relations that are horizontal and, more importantly 

here, those that are hierarchical. Thus, we have evolved the flexibility to be one and both and not 

clearly either, depending on how we have learned to interpret and act in different contexts (e.g. 

Brison 1999, Harrison 1985, Hill 1984). I believe that such orientations are mostly learned 

because of the cultural differences in what people consider to be naturally hierarchical — and 

this perspective pervades this article.
2
 However, the basic argument here does not depend on a 

non-genetic origin of hierarchical relations. 

Instead, this article focuses on the process by which people come to understand the 

principle of hierarchy, whatever its roots. Rather than starting with overarching political 

organization, my analysis started with wordplay. How could people readily make and understand 

references to different sorts of hierarchical relations — gender-based, political, linguistic, 

economic — as analogous? But, in the interests of exposition, the analysis will begin with birth. 

                                                
1
 Universal here is not literally accurate. My claim is that this phenomenon exists among almost 

all people in all societies, however defined, but I acknowledge that people with fundamentally 

different cognitive development, for example severe learning disabilities, might not develop a 

concept of social hierarchy. Further, universality is somewhat in the eye of the beholder. That is, 

I am applying my own term, concept of social hierarchy, and definition to encompass 

individually variable phenomena. Nonetheless, I argue that those individuals would recognize 

the commensurate qualities of their concepts. 
2
 This runs counter to a basic tenet of social dominance theory, which holds that adult–child and 

male–female hierarchies have evolved genetically, unlike “arbitrary-set” hierarchies, such as 

caste (Kurzban 2001:415). 
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What is hierarchy? 

First, though, what is hierarchy? For these purposes, hierarchy is a socially recognized pattern of 

vertical difference in power. Vertical means that people are not merely different (apples versus 

oranges) but better or worse, stronger or weaker, more or less (apples versus apples).
3
 The 

individuals involved must apprehend the category of vertical difference; that is, it must be 

socially recognized.
4
 An ethnographer might perceive, or take on faith, other patterns of vertical 

difference, but, if not socially recognized, they are tangential to this argument. In addition, 

hierarchy here is a quality both of interpersonal relationships and of societies. Individuals often 

learn social hierarchies through identification with groups or at least social categories, and I am 

interested in the process by which individuals learn to identify with groups or categories and 

learn about their resulting hierarchical positions vis-à-vis other people; thus my focus is on 

individuals as a level of analysis – not on groups. Hierarchy in this sense is inherently political 

but not confined to or best studied via the academic concern with society-level political 

organization. Even in a society that is quite level in political organization, people might 

recognize various patterns of vertical inequalities, such as by gender, age, spiritual power, 

hunting skill, or verbal prowess, even though some of these might not involve any coercion and 

might not be formally institutionalized. For example, Person A might recognize Person B as a 

better storyteller. By this definition, humans universally engage in and recognize some relations 

that are hierarchical, beginning as infants. 

It is important that horizontal relations as a concept be differentiated from egalitarianism 

and from anti-hierarchy, although people might explicitly regard level relations from an anti-

hierarchical or positively non-hierarchical perspective.
5
 Boehm (1993) argues that apparently 

level relations in governance, specifically among bands of hunter-gatherers, in fact constitute a 

“reverse dominance hierarchy.” In this arrangement, everyone else dominates “the leader” — a 

                                                
3
 Many authors assume that inequality is vertical (e.g. Kelly 2010). 

4
 The work of Smith et al (2010) provides an example of studying hierarchies without regard to 

their local meaning. 
5
 Conversely, individuals might view level relations more negatively, as I experienced in Green 

Party meetings that required consensus for decision-making. 
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singular, readily identified man — so that he will not, instead, dominate them.
6
 While I find 

Boehm’s account unconvincing, it beneficially encourages us to carefully consider what we 

mean by egalitarianism and related terms. This article deals mainly with the development of 

concepts identifying social relations as hierarchical or level, rather than with a set of political 

relations or an explicit ideology that favors more-equal or more-unequal relations. 

Despite the ubiquity of the hierarchy concept, individuals develop different attitudes 

toward hierarchies. For example, hierarchies, especially forced ones, are more common and 

naturalized in state societies than in bands. Band members are famously egalitarian — that is, on 

guard against forced hierarchy — in some relations. Thus, individuals growing up in different 

contexts learn not only different attitudes toward hierarchy but different domains in which it 

might appear (Harrison 1985, Hill 1984). The differing salience of skin color, chest hair, or 

shamanic powers in various societies provide but a few examples. These differences undermine 

the belief that the concept of hierarchy, and especially attitudes regarding any particular 

hierarchical relation, is specifically programmed genetically and is thus the specific result of 

Darwinian selection. 

 

A historical process 

How could the concept of hierarchy be ubiquitous if it isn’t hard-wired? The answer lies in the 

unavoidable experience of infants of being dominated by stronger, more competent people, 

whether adults or older children. 

This physical domination starts right after or even during birth, as infants are picked up, 

turned over, rocked, pinched, rubbed, put away, dragged, swaddled, tickled, rolled over, made to 

simulate walking, held against the shoulder, burped, cleaned, made to clap, jerked about after 

reflexively grasping fingers, moved to or away from the breast, despoiled of objects in their 

hands … Although sometimes the larger human performs the action in consonance with the 

expressed desire of the infant, any of these actions might take place without the infant expressing 

the desire that it should occur at that moment, and indeed quite often the larger human does 

something that the infant clearly opposes. 

                                                
6
 Sidanius et al. likewise recognize anti-hierarchical ideologies but claim, without elaboration, 

that these contribute to “the maintenance of hierarchical stability … over time” (2004:870). 
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The ways and contexts in which these actions occur vary greatly, even within a single 

family. For example, Schieffelin (1990:208-209) indicates that a Kaluli mother typically will 

respond differently when a breast-feeding boy or girl bites her nipple. In both cases, she pulls the 

breast away from the child. But with girls this is part of a straightforward, non-negotiable 

transition away from feeding, whereas with boys it initiates a teasing negotiation that ends with 

the boy receiving more time on the breast. 

What does the infant learn from all these manipulations? First, and most fundamentally, 

larger people — actually, stronger ones — have greater powers of physical domination than 

smaller ones: a vertical pattern of inequality. 

Until recently, many psychologists would scoff at the idea that an infant could learn 

anything so complex. Recent experimental evidence strongly suggests otherwise. For example, 

by observing differences in infants’ gaze under controlled conditions, researchers have shown 

that infants can develop a theory of mind well before their first year has ended. More to the point, 

similar experiments have shown that infants — around Harvard at least — have developed a 

stereotype that larger objects will be dominant in interactions with smaller ones. Researchers 

found that infants consistently stared at a screen much longer after — unexpectedly, it is thought 

— seeing a large animated block give way to a small one than when the reverse was true. Most 

often, the infants developed this stereotype around ten months of age (Thomsen et al. 2011). 

 This experimental research is important here for three reasons: (1) Its timing suggests that 

infants’ understanding of this inequality develops through experience rather than resulting 

directly from intransigent genetic programming. (2) It shows that infants have the cognitive 

ability to form stereotypes of social relations and apply them to novel situations. Other research, 

among “infants” 13-18 months old, suggests that they generalize using Bayesian reasoning 

(Gweon et al. 2010). (3) Most importantly, it shows that, for at least this group, one of the 

earliest social stereotypes that infants form is that larger beings tend to dominate smaller ones. 

That is, they recognize a particular pattern of vertical inequality. Also, at a more general level, 

they have identified dominance as a type of relationship. I argue that this stereotype is the kernel 

from which the more general concept of hierarchy is developed. 

Hirschfeld’s work (1997) suggests that infants are prepared to generalize, to stereotype, 

and I agree that this seems to be an innate predilection. However, he dubiously argues for the 

existence of a cognitive module that he characterizes as the “human kind module ... a willingness 
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to represent the world in terms of corporate social entities” (1997:77). The evidence he presents 

fits just as well with a broad cognitive capacity (i.e. not a module) to generalize among all sorts 

of things — not simply kinds of humans. Indeed, Thomsen et al.’s experiment, summarized 

above, used animated blocks rather than anthropomorphic figures. 

The second lesson that infants learn from being physically manipulated is that sometimes 

the result of domination is welcome and sometimes it isn’t. Schieffelin provides an example of 

the former case: “When infants cry while being carried in the net bag, mothers ... bounce up and 

down to soothe them. ... If the crying persists, mothers take their infants out of the net bag, 

change the soft leaves if necessary, and offer the breast” (1990:70). Indeed, many of larger 

people’s manipulations of infants result from their cries. Pyszczynski et al. go so far as to claim, 

problematically, that infants’ “raw and undifferentiated terror” leads them to scream, which 

“instigates the formation of attachments” (2003:24-25). Conversely, an unwelcome exchange 

occurs when a Kaluli brother takes his mother’s breast out of his sister’s mouth (1990:51). Thus, 

people develop complex emotional associations with inequality (see also Jost et al. 2004:885). 

A third lesson for infants is that, although big people have the ability to control small 

ones, in practice there is negotiation. Against the apparent odds, sometimes small children get 

their way in disputes with larger people, often by persistently crying or grabbing. For example, 

the Kaluli girl Meli was able to win access to one of her mother’s nipples through persistence, 

despite being admonished for trying to hit her younger brother, who was already feeding 

(Schieffelin 1990:192). 

It is commonly asserted that child-rearing differs culturally in terms of infants’ autonomy 

(e.g. Underhill 1979:89). I am suggesting that such differences, even within a single family, are 

significant in creating differences among individuals regarding their attitudes toward hierarchy. 

For example, it is not surprising that individuals raised with considerable autonomy value it as 

adults. 

I have focused here on infancy because I argue that this is when people first develop the 

concept of hierarchy (a socially recognized pattern of vertical inequality), but individuals 

continue to learn about hierarchy, conceptually and emotionally, throughout life. Sambia boys 

provide a dramatic example (Herdt 1987). Given almost free rein up to the age of 7-10 years old, 

they often show irreverence toward adults. Their initiation, however, begins at that age with an 

abrupt and painful lesson in physical domination, as they are taken from their mothers, beaten 
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publicly, subjected by older males to a variety of uncomfortable physical manipulations, and 

taught to fellate older males. As they mature, they perform increasingly superordinate roles in 

this ritual cycle. They also learn a variety of explanations for these changes in their lives, which 

Herdt has described in detail. The combination of these very different experiences provides 

Sambia males with ongoing lessons regarding types of hierarchy and reasons for them. Their 

experience during early childhood is an important part of this development, but so are later 

periods. 

 

Metaphorical extensions 

Up to this point in my account, children have developed one concept of patterned, vertical 

inequality: big versus small, which is how they would first comprehend strong versus weak. As 

children grow older and they increasingly understand talk and encounter new social situations, 

adults and older children teach them directly and indirectly about hierarchy. Sometimes this 

occurs much as before, as a larger person, perhaps now labeled “stronger,” will physically 

dominate the smaller, weaker one. 

 Sometimes, though, the domination is labeled differently. A larger person still dominates, 

whether physically or not, but explains these actions in terms of some other category that the 

larger person finds salient, for example, gender, age, or some other grouping. The stronger 

person might even get a weaker person to cede dominance to an equally small or smaller person. 

For example, Kaluli mothers force their daughters to submit to the will of their younger brothers 

(Schieffelin 1990). Thus, the transformation of a distinction between large and small into a more 

general idea of hierarchy (and perhaps the idea of physical control into the general concept of 

power) requires no great insight. Older people, perhaps unknowingly, instill this development 

among young children. At first, teaching these differences involves physical domination or 

control of resources such as food; later, explanation or emotional manipulation might suffice. 

Still, ideas regarding these new social hierarchies will have a historical tie to the original 

cognitive kernel of large versus small. 

These newly learned hierarchies differ culturally, that is, due to different experiences. 

As one example, Rabain-Jamin et al. (2003) compare older children’s relations with two-

year-old siblings among the Zinacantec Maya and Wolof. They summarize: “Sibling relations in 

both cultures reflect … the children’s sensitivity to age and gender hierarchies, and the older 
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siblings’ role as teachers of their younger siblings” (2003: 204). Although their focus is not the 

same as this article’s, their discussion coincides generally with my account of children’s 

conversion of big–small into other hierarchies: 

 

The children’s behaviors indicate the methods by which each acquires the 

position of girl or boy, of older or younger ... The marking of the personal 

positions operates according to many modalities … and is made up of simple 

gestures, actions, of physical appropriation of a particular place, or of words or 

declarations. … [T]hese child behaviors link themselves to complex elements of 

social life [including] degrees of hierarchy. [2003:227] 

 

Brison (1999) provides fine-grained examples of this process among children in Fiji. 

Adults recognized hierarchical relationships based on gender, age, and rank, but they also valued 

egalitarian aspects of social relations. Brison traces the roots of this ambivalence to childhood. 

She notes that Fijian girls recognized hierarchy based on age but not gender, whereas women 

recognized both. This strongly suggests that learning hierarchy — including gender hierarchy — 

is an on-going process throughout life. Rather than emphasizing gender, Fijian parents 

emphasized age-based hierarchy — not only between parents and children but among children 

themselves. For example: “When two-year-old Merioni … tried to take a toy away from my son 

Jeffrey (who was not quite three), Merioni’s mother told Jeffrey to hit Merioni, saying that she 

must learn to respect him because he was older” (1999:102). Note how the young child is taught 

an age-based hierarchy through force, that is, through the difference in size or strength. 

Children picked up this theme and used it to their advantage in disputes. Thus, larger 

children mixed physical force with discourse that emphasized age differences. Two older 

children used baby talk toward a two-year-old and explicitly called her a “baby” to emphasize 

their differences in age. They elaborated on their superiority to the toddler by reference to size: 

“‘Merioni, don’t you know that I’m a big person?’” (Brison 1999:108). The child develops 

strong expectations from the accretion of such direct experiences and the observation of others’ 

interactions over the years. Thus, younger children, when beset by larger ones, commonly 

appealed to even larger, older children as appropriate protectors (Brison 1999:111). 
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Hierarchical relations were ambivalent for Fijian children in at least three ways. First, as 

they grew, they experienced both superordinate and subordinate positions, depending on the 

situation. Second, they learned that sometimes the superordinate “nurtured and guided those of 

lower status” (Brison 1999:102) — indeed, this was the default expectation in Fijian hierarchies 

— but “children often abused their authority to vent aggressions against those younger than 

themselves. This produced an ambivalence about relations based on hierarchy” (Brison 

1999:106). Third, children playing in large groups learned to value egalitarian relations as well 

as hierarchical ones. I will address this issue more fully, below. 

So, to recap: children first learn to generalize regarding bigger beings’ ability to dominate 

smaller ones. As these children grow, cues from other people link additional hierarchies to this 

first one. This teaching, most often via mundane incidents, occurs through both physical 

guidance and discourse, often together. Thus, these diverse hierarchies — ones made explicit in 

everyday life — are linked from the start in each person’s cognition and easily perceived as 

analogous rather than sui generis. That is, people learn to see these diverse relations as sharing 

the generalizable feature that I am glossing as hierarchy. This intimate linkage and its origins in 

early childhood possibly lend an air of naturalness to all such hierarchies. 

 

Looking backward through metaphor 

Rather than starting with birth, another way of examining this issue is to work backward from 

adulthood. Indeed, the question that originally motivated this research was: how was it possible 

for adults in urban Mexico to readily express and understand metaphorical equivalences between 

different types of social hierarchy?
7
 

Urban Mexicans expected inequalities in conversation to spring from various sources, 

including but not limited to verbal prowess, economic domination, gender roles, and individuals’ 

roles within a genre of talk (Duvall 2009). None of these relations underlay the others in 

expectation or practice, but Mexicans saw each as analogous to the others. Because male–female 

relations were recognizably hierarchical in a multitude of contexts, Mexicans could apply 

metaphors of gender relations to conversational hierarchies. However, it would be inconsistent to 

use this sort of evidence to identify a hierarchy that underlay all others, because Mexicans also 

characterized gender relations through other sorts of metaphors, referring to domains that were 

                                                
7
 Keating (2000) provides an analysis of non-linguistic metaphors of hierarchy in Micronesia. 
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pervasively and stereotypically hierarchical. For example, men commonly referred to their wives 

in terms of economic relations as “my boss” or politically as “my queen.” 

Given this sort of evidence, it does not appear that the big–small hierarchical distinction 

underlies all others cognitively — that is, adults’ ideas regarding other social hierarchies are not 

simply reducible to this one. It is the first that individuals recognize, and they develop the 

general concept of hierarchy from it. But, in action, its linkages to other hierarchies probably 

diminish as individuals age, unless these linkages are reinforced in adults’ discursive 

environment. And people can learn about new hierarchies without reference to the big–small 

distinction. 

Instead, individual Mexicans had learned to recognize and apply a general sense of 

hierarchy in different contexts. This general understanding — like a hierarchy template — made 

it easy for them to see different sorts of unequal relations as equivalent. Valuing verbal play, 

Mexicans made metaphorical associations among these different types of relationship. 

Douglass (1984) provides similar example, in this case related to bullfighting. Spanish 

observers see the bullfight as analogous to both a gender hierarchy and a social one (1984:255). 

“One level becomes a metaphor for the other” (1984:247), and “the path from the gender system 

to the prestige system is strewn with mutual metaphors” (1984:248). Indeed, Douglass claims 

that Spaniards perceive bullfighting perhaps unconsciously as a metaphor for the hierarchical 

relationship between social hierarchy (ultimately ascendant) and equality. 

Douglass’ work, especially when compared to my own, has a dual importance for this 

article. First, it highlights that at least some hierarchies differ culturally. Second, Douglass 

provides an example of the principle that humans universally develop a concept of hierarchy per 

se, which allows them to readily express and understand metaphorical equivalences between 

different types of hierarchy. A newcomer probably would not feel surprise to learn that locals 

engage in verbal play conflating the sorts of hierarchy that they find salient, in this case 

bullfighting, class, and gender. 

Likewise, Gilmore (1996) discusses Andalusians’ “conflation of otherwise discrete 

experiences — sexuality, power, and politics within this topographical model” distinguishing 

higher (superior) things from lower ones. Andalusian men drew analogies between sexual 

positions, geographic location, work positions, class relations, and physical height. In accounting 

for the development of this high–low distinction, Gilmore cites presumably universal childhood 
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experiences — for example, quoting Cohen (1980:59): “All men have experienced childhood; 

and all children have experienced adults as more powerful, more prestigious, and more 

experienced than they are; all children have also experienced adults as higher than they are and 

have come recognize or, at least, to suppose that greater height has much to do with greater 

advantage” (Gilmore 1996:62). Likewise, he cites Brandes’ claim that “the experience of 

childhood” explains these metaphorical equivalences (1992:133, in Gilmore 1996:62). These 

assertions share a family resemblance to my argument. 

Conversely, Schieffelin (1990) implies that Kaluli do not speak in such abstract terms. To 

the extent that this claim is true, it implies that such metaphorical play differs greatly across 

societies. For example, she states that “Kaluli do not talk about the importance of doing things in 

general or as abstract concerns” (1990:218) and, more specifically, that gender-expectation 

differences “are not explicitly noted except for rare comments” (1990:203). 

These statements suggest that explicit analogies between metaphorical relations are 

unlikely among the Kaluli. However, just after stating that “gender-appropriate behavior is never 

discussed abstractly” (1990:237), Schieffelin presents examples of mothers articulating abstract 

expectations of gendered behavior to children, for example: “‘You’re a boy … Yogodo is a girl, 

and it is okay for her to wear a skirt’” (1990:238). Thus, Kaluli do form abstract, generalized 

expectations related to categories of person that they potentially could elaborate into analogies 

between different types of social relationships. A suggestion of this potential occurs when, “in 

nonplay situations, Kaluli mothers address their young children as ... ‘my mother’, but only 

when they appeal to them to give food or plead with them to act in a particular way” (1990:233). 

This metaphoric reversal builds on mothers’ common status as controllers of resources and 

children’s behavior. Nonetheless, based on Schieffelin’s account, it seems possible that Kaluli 

have not developed well-known metaphorical equivalences between types of social hierarchy as 

seen in the examples above from Mexico and Spain. Thus, the strong version of my argument is 

that all people actively express such metaphorical equivalences through language or other 

explicitly understood symbols; the weaker argument is that they recognize, act on, and express 

these equivalences more implicitly. 
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Horizontal relations 

What about level relations — do people everywhere similarly develop a corresponding 

conceptual kernel, from which they then create metaphorical equivalences? The early 

development of horizontal relations as a concept seems less likely because it is less automatic for 

infants and then toddlers to consistently experience relations that they perceive to be level. 

Nonetheless, it does seem common for people to learn about different relations that are expected 

to be level and then to express their metaphorical equivalence. Thus it is likely that, as with 

hierarchy, a young child can develop a concept of horizontal relations, starting from a kernel 

rooted in specific relations and becoming increasingly generalized and fraught with complex, 

contradictory associations. The extent to which occurs is an unanswered observational question. 

Because I argue here that humans universally develop a concept of hierarchy, their 

development of a concept of level relations creates the possibility of psychic or social conflict 

when situations combine aspects of these two principles. For example, Harrison (1985) sees a 

division between periods of “ritual hierarchy” and “secular equality” in a New Guinean society. 

In his analysis, this inevitably represents a “conflict” that “is represented as an opposition 

between two aspects or proclivities of the self” (1985:425). Hill describes the Wakuénai in 

Venezuela as also combining hierarchical and egalitarian modes of thought and social relations. 

He portrays these modes as receiving emphasis in discrete periods, tied to ecological variation: 

“The ritual hierarchical mode … shifts social relations away from their secular quality of 

competitive egalitarianism among affinal relatives and toward a sacred hierarchy among 

consanguineal kinsmen” (Hill 1984:538). 

But cognitive dissonance is not certain to occur when the principles are mixed. My 

research found that urban Mexicans expected institutions and individuals to combine what they 

called “modern,” horizontal relations and “traditional,” hierarchical ones (Duvall 2014). They 

sometimes expressed relatively modern relations through the metaphor of “team.” But some 

“teams” had relatively egalitarian bosses, and some had clear leaders. Similarly, it is my 

experience that many Americans simultaneously support the need for a strong leader or boss and 

celebrate democratic equality. 

How do people develop the ability to accept logically contradictory positions (e.g., 

subordinate and peer) simultaneously? Brison postulates an ambivalence toward hierarchy 
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among Fijians, which she traces to childhood relations: “Much of children’s play cultivates the 

ability to be an autonomous, competitive equal in a large group. This flies in the face of the 

overall emphasis on hierarchy, respect, and gender segregation in adult culture” (1999:111). For 

Brison, children apprehend level relations in play as a welcome contrast to hierarchical ones. 

This article’s perspective is subtly different, but the ramifications of this difference are 

profound. I argue that children develop the concept of hierarchy through a separate process from 

that of horizontal relations. Children don’t understand them from the start as contrasting concepts. 

They originally are encoded in cognition distinctly, although later experience might foster a 

conscious, rational belief that they are inherently joined — two sides of the same coin. 

Individuals’ separate development of these concepts accounts for their ability to accept the 

simultaneous combination of seemingly contradictory orientations, in this case level and unequal 

relations. The continuing, flexible nature of this process explains how many people learn to 

problematize such combinations in particular contexts. Perhaps a similar process occurs for other 

putatively contrasting basic principles. 

 

Discussion 

An evolutionary account 

Any complete account of such a widespread phenomenon must address it in the context of 

human evolution, but this does not imply that the concept of hierarchy is hard-wired. Several 

analyses have explained social hierarchies — not the concept but the interpersonal relationship 

— with an emphasis on genetic determinism (Boehm 1993, 1997; Erdal et al. 1994; Sidanius et 

al. 2004).
8
 One problem with this approach is that almost all of its proponents focus on society-

wide political organization or inter-group competition without explaining in significant detail 

how this genetic mechanism operates to shape individual behavior — which is the highest 

possible level of genetic influence. Especially missing is serious attention to childhood (Boehm 

                                                
8
 While Sidanius et al. (2004) are careful in general statements to acknowledge an important but 

unstudied role for environmental influences, other readers share my impression that their 

overwhelming emphasis is on genetic determinism (see Huddy 2004, Jost 2004:912, and 

Kurzban 2001). Among other statements, Boehm refers to “behavior genes” (Erdal et al. 

1994:179). 
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1993, 1997, Erdal et al. 1994, Reicher 2004, and Sidanius et al. 2004).
9
 Put differently: genetics 

does not shape a group’s behavior; rather, it contributes to the development of individuals’ 

behavior, including within a group.
10

 

Any account — gene-centric or other — needs to elucidate the various influences on the 

development of individual experience and action. My analysis, in this sense, fits with a similar 

stance among proponents of Developmental Systems Theory (Oyama et al. 2001; see also 

Schultz 2009), who favor attending to the details of linked processes rather than appealing to 

genetic inheritance by default.
11

 The gene-centric approach has had the odd effect of 

discouraging research into these details. 

Further, the approach used here undermines analyses that postulate genetically hard-

wired hierarchy. Too much variety exists — even in the mother-child relationship — for such 

claims to be convincing. However, this article is not concerned with explaining the 

(non)existence of political hierarchies but with accounting for the concept of social hierarchy. 

The relationship between the two is unclear. But, since many accounts of political hierarchy 

employ genetic explanations that skip past this topic — that is, they seemingly assume that the 

development of social hierarchy as a concept either needs no elucidation or comes as part of the 

default package — it is important to note weaknesses in this approach. This is because, through 

their inattention, gene-centric analyses leave open the possibility that ideas and attitudes 

regarding social hierarchy flow directly from specific genetic modules, rather than develop 

through experience. 

This is not to deny that the human genome is an intrinsic part of all human experience, 

including the development of social hierarchy as a concept. Humans’ genetic material and other 

developmental contributors create a concatenation of features and processes in which some 

behaviors develop extremely commonly. Around human childbirth and early childhood these 

                                                
9
 They also make no attempt to identify and study the action of the specific genes and proteins 

presumably involved. Further, many of these analyses ignore band organization and admit only 

state organization (Pysczynski 2003, Huddy 2004, Jost et al. 2004, Reicher 2004, Sidanius et al. 

2004), whereas anthropologists are prone to ignore the diversity of political forms and focus on 

bands (Boehm 1993, 1997; Erdal et al. 1994; Smith et al. 2010). Thus, Boehm’s explanation for 

the rise of states is that “reverse-dominance hierarchy” among bands “somehow reversed after 

the invention of agriculture” (1993:236). 
10

 On a different level, genetic activity itself constitutes part of an individual’s behavior, too. 
11

 Pyszczynski et al. (2003) take a similarly developmental approach but rely too little on 

observation. 
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features and processes include infants’ relative size; their inability to feed, defend, or transport 

themselves (Flinn 2006:119), which gradually decreases; the timing and plasticity of their 

cognitive development; perhaps default modes of interpretation — for example, generalizing, 

possibly via Bayesian reasoning, as mentioned above (Gweon et al. 2010, Hirschfeld 1997); 

reflexes for grasping, sucking, and facial orientation (Pyszczynski et al. 2003); and no doubt 

others. The actions of the child’s caretakers and other companions likewise result from a variety 

of contributions, inevitably including the composition of their genomes. 

Thus, we can say that the development of social hierarchy as a concept is all-but-

unavoidable. This is not because of a specific genetic program but rather because of a universal 

experience after birth. The interplay of this experience and its ongoing interpretation by each of 

the individuals involved results from the confluence of many processes, and these processes 

result in part from and continuously involve individuals’ genetic composition. 

Several researchers have described an ongoing course of development in a way that 

simultaneously depicts humans as biological processes with a specific genetic heritage and 

recognizes humans’ tremendous behavioral flexibility: “an evolved human psychology that is 

creative, dynamic, and responsive to cultural context, rather than being more rigidly constrained 

by domain-specific modules” (Flinn 2006:120). Castillo nicely identifies one way in which 

behavioral patterns can be biological yet not wholly genetic in origin: “The brain … changes its 

structure throughout the lifetime of the organism. The influence of life experiences on the 

micromorphology and neural networking of the brain is where the connection with culture comes 

in. The plasticity or modifiability of neural networks mediates various adaptive responses of the 

individual” (1995:23). He then lists specific ways in which the brain changes with experience. 

Pyszczynski et al., likewise, write: “We humans are incredibly flexible creatures … because our 

nervous systems develop a great deal after birth in response to experience” (2003:24). Still, they 

note that instincts exist, such as those listed above among newborns. 

While I do situate the development of the concept of social hierarchy within an 

evolutionary framework, I doubt that this universal feature of humanity results directly from 

genetic selection. Such a stance complicates approaches that are based on the assumption that 

“we can distinguish between labile behavior patterns, which may or may not be adaptive, and 

conservative behavior patterns, which are likely to be phylogenetically constrained” (Strier 

2011:7). In Strier’s dichotomy, the hierarchy concept would be a conservative behavior pattern. 
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Some, mired in debates over trait-based selection, might prefer to regard the concept of 

social hierarchy as a mere by-product of other processes, but it plays an important role in humans’ 

lives and thus their evolutionary legacy. I do not offer a scenario in which conditions evolved to 

promote the universal development of the concept of social hierarchy, but any model of genetic 

evolution should include this sort of diffusely derived phenomenon not only as an effect but as a 

contributing cause. Our evolutionary heritage is not a simply collection of specifically evolved, 

hard-wired traits plus a non-genetic “culture.” Certainly this universal phenomenon should not 

be categorized as cultural in the crude sense of an invented trait like a specific tool. To do so 

would perpetuate a dualism — genetic versus cultural — that bypasses the difficulties of 

accounting for all experience as somatic. 

 

Cognitive organization 

This account of conceptual development results in part from my longstanding concern regarding 

cognitive organization. Specifically, are consciously related topics, such as different examples of 

hierarchy or of modernity (Duvall 2014), encoded in an individual’s brain mostly discretely or in 

a closely linked fashion? If a person in Mexico perceives both clean elections and manicured 

lawns to be modern, in what ways are these ideas linked neurally? This article supports the idea 

that some such ideas and attitudes are, for historical reasons, intrinsically linked. However, the 

diversity of attitudes a single person might feel toward specific types of hierarchy and toward 

hierarchy in general suggests that the linkages between cerebral features producing thoughts and 

attitudes regarding social hierarchies are diffuse. That is, relatively little of a person’s 

understanding of a particular type of hierarchy (e.g., parent-child) results from specific cerebral 

features that contribute to his or her understanding of other types of hierarchy (e.g., boss-

employee). Certainly, more-direct evidence regarding this issue is needed.  

If accurate, this analysis has consequences for social-change campaigns, for example to 

promote democracy or sustainability across different social domains. Creating cognitive 

analogies between different concepts — for example by labeling certain dietary and 

transportation practices as sustainable — makes it more likely that people’s changing attitudes 

toward ‘sustainability’ in general will color their attitudes toward, say, cycling and vegetarianism. 

At the same time, these issues are still quite separate cognitively and must be addressed 

individually. 
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The relationship to power 

Perhaps the diverse notions that social scientists often gloss as power derive from or are 

inextricably entwined with the social-hierarchy concept. The inevitable development of ideas of 

hierarchy as an essentially unitary phenomenon that has different, analogous manifestations 

might make it easy and attractive for people to explain these inequalities using a similar logic. 

This metaphysical device, power, finds wide acceptance. Power is commonly cited as an 

observation in ethnographic accounts (e.g. Cole 1988:14-17), and many social scientists use it as 

an unexamined, naturalized explanatory term, even to describe such diverse phenomena as 

leading by example, speaking eloquently, and physically forcing others. These are all ‘types of 

power,’ as if power itself existed as a unitary phenomenon. For example, an academic 

organization “promotes the study … in/of relations of power” (Latin American Studies 

Association n.d.) That is, power, perceived to have diverse forms, explains diverse inequalities. 

Even if concepts of power weren’t developed originally to account for social hierarchies, at least 

people have commonly applied them to explain such inequalities. Each makes the other seem 

more natural. 

 

Conclusion 

This analysis has attempted to model a holistic approach to understanding a particular 

phenomenon — one that is universally commensurate yet variable. This article is a partial answer 

to the (simplistic) question, “How do the twitching blobs of acultural biological protoplasm we 

call infants become members of a humanly constructed universe?” (Pyszczynski et al. 2003:23). 

My interest began with an observation about adult linguistic practices in urban Mexico — the 

ubiquity of analogies among different social hierarchies — and then inquired whether a 

“hierarchy template” might have developed from childhood experience or from genetic hard-

wiring (Duvall 2009). I searched across literatures within anthropology and psychology. The 

account I have developed parsimoniously explains evidence from diverse contexts — only some 

of which fits in within an article — and it elucidates the development of similarities and 

differences over the course of individuals’ lifetimes. Ultimately, I asked how this account might 

fit with our current knowledge of neural development and of genetic evolution. Only after this 

wide-ranging search do I feel confident that the concept of social hierarchy continuously 
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develops over an individual’s lifetime, starting from an infant’s generalizations regarding his or 

her physical domination by larger people and expanding as new reasons for vertical inequality 

are given and as he or she encounters new forms of it. 

The holistic approach employed here springs from embracing anthropology as an 

integrative field, but it also has the advantage of reducing gaps in explanation. Ethnographic 

observations among adults often prompt us to speculate about childhood processes or genetic 

programming. But a complete examination will trace the development of a phenomenon through 

as many periods, over different time scales, as possible, without prejudice regarding the 

contributions of genetic attributes versus other influences, such as sensory experience. That is, it 

will be developmental, evolutionary, and historical. When possible, a thoroughly comparative 

approach will help to complicate any account, without the researcher dismissing ‘exceptions.’ 

This has been my goal here, executed with many lacunae that I hope future research will address.   
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