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1. Overview

The book is a large-scale history of the 
world through the different modes of pro-

duction humanity has adopted over time (the 
last twenty thousand years) and their implica-
tions in terms of moral values (with particular 

focus on preferences for political and wealth 
inequality and attitudes toward violence). It is 
based on the author’s 2012 Tanner Lectures in 
Human Values at Princeton University.

While Ian Morris displays an impressive 
breadth of knowledge across history, anthro-
pology, archeology, and social sciences in 
general, he manages to maintain a light, 
entertaining, and provocative writing style. 
The style of the book is  well-represented 
by its title, constructed as a juxtaposition 
of three catchy and partially unrelated   
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concepts:  foragers, farmers, and fossil fuels—
an effective way to draw attention, not unlike 
Sex, Lies, and Videotapes, or Guns, Germs, 
and Steel, to cite two famous examples.

The structure of the book adds to its enter-
tainment value. Besides the text of the main 
lectures, it contains five extra chapters with 
comments by eminent scholars and intel-
lectuals from diverse fields,1 as well as an 
extremely witty and stimulating response by 
the author.

Even though the book reads mostly like 
a narrative on the evolution of humanity’s 
organization of production, social relation-
ships, and ethical values, it centers on a spe-
cific thesis:

The predominant value system of a human 
society is determined by the institutions which 
organize society itself, which in turn are deter-
mined by the mode of production the society 
is adopting.2

In particular, the author is quite explicit in 
claiming a causal relationship from modes of 
production to value systems.3

Morris is conscious, even somewhat 
pleased, I would say, that his main thesis is 
extremely provocative from the perspective 
of the humanities and several social sciences. 
While it is common for economists to con-
sider cultural traits as determined by mate-
rialistic causes, economic or technological, 
for instance, Morris is right that the broad 

1 Richard Seaford, Ancient Greek literature; Jonathan 
D. Spence, history; Christine M. Korsgaard, philosophy; 
Margaret Atwood, literature. 

2 The clarity of the main thesis in the book is clouded 
by its idiosyncratic terminology. Referring, as I do in this 
review, to institutions rather than organizational structures 
and especially to modes of production rather than ways of 
capturing energy from the world around, would have been 
more transparent. It would have also had the advantage 
of allowing more direct comparisons with the previous, in 
some instances even classic, large-scale narratives of the 
evolution of humanity 

3 To this end, chapter 1 contains an interesting method-
ological review of the distinction between the concepts of 
explanation and understanding. 

 intellectual discourse has generally moved 
afar from this kind of explanation.4 Perhaps 
even more provocative is his insistence that 
human values have evolved biologically.5 
Several of the commentaries make this clear.   
Seaford, in particular, laments that an evolu-
tionary theory of human values, by reducing 
them to adaptations to the institutions and 
modes of production of the particular his-
torical phase in which they are prevalent, 
cannot capture their central critical role in 
overturning, e.g., established dominant rela-
tionships between classes and groups.6

The line of argument in the book is clear 
and direct: a conceptual model is developed 
and it is tested against reality. Interestingly, 
testing comes in different forms. The first 
chapter contains a simple statistical analysis 
across different present-time societies of the 
relationship between modes of production 
and value systems, proxied, respectively, by 
the percentage of gross domestic product 
(GDP) from nonagricultural sectors and by 
a measure (from the World Value Survey) 
of the relative predominance of traditional 
versus secular values. The three successive 
chapters have instead the structure of nar-
rative essays. Each contains a detailed anal-
ysis of the relationship between modes of 
production and value systems in the context 
of one of the three main modes of produc-
tion adopted by humanity in its evolution: 
hunting and gathering, farming, and indus-
trial production. The narrative is rich and 

4 As an interesting defensive strategy, in chapter 1, 
Morris proudly associates his thesis with several commonly 
disparaging labels: reductionist, materialist, universalist, 
functionalist, and so on. 

5 More precisely, in Morris’s view, the role of moral val-
ues in the human experience is biologically determined, 
but the moral values that are predominant in a particular 
phase of human history are seen as cultural adaptations. 
Nonetheless, culture is seen as evolving by means of essen-
tially the same process as biological evolution. 

6 Seaford even hints at the possibility that Morris’s own 
view of the evolution of values represents an acritical sup-
port and justification of the present economic order. 
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diverse, interweaving historical and archaeo-
logical data as well as relevant evidence from 
anthropological studies.

My review will be structured as follows. 
In section 2, I discuss in detail the various 
components of the conceptual model con-
structed by the author. I also relate the 
model to some classic contributions on the 
evolution of modes of production and the 
modern literature in economics dealing 
with cultural and institutional evolution. 
Finally, I point to several weak links in the 
structure of the model and discuss to what 
extent they undermine the whole analysis. 
In section 3, I discuss what economists call 
the identification strategy of the empirical 
analysis. In particular, I discuss whether 
the causal claim put forth in the book is 
well established. In section 4, I comment 
on the last chapter of the book, which spec-
ulates about what the evolution of values 
might bring for the future. In section 5, I 
list several concluding observations about 
what economists could take from the book 
and what the book could have taken from 
economics.

2. Conceptual Model

The lectures, which compose the core of 
the book, may be placed in perspective by 
considering some previous large-scale con-
ceptual models of the evolution of modes of 
production, institutions, and value systems.

2.1 A Brief Perspective on Large-Scale 
Models

A study of the evolution of modes of pro-
duction and its implications naturally requires 
reference to Karl Marx (it is indeed odd that 
Morris omits doing it; it might be an effect of 
the idiosyncratic terminology adopted, which 
refers to “ways of capturing energy” in lieu 
of “modes of production”). The joint evolu-
tion of modes of production and institutions 
(and, a little less directly, of value systems) 

is in fact fundamental in Marx’s analysis and 
interpretation of the historical phases prior 
to the capitalist mode of production.7 It is 
also central to the subsequent development 
of Marxian theory. Importantly, Marx con-
sidered modes of production as constituted 
essentially by social and technical relations 
of production (employer–employee work 
conditions, the technical division of labor, 
and property relations). He viewed modes 
of production as the “base,” determining 
society’s “superstructure,” in turn composed 
of culture, institutions, and civil and politi-
cal power. Later Marxian thinkers, however, 
tend to view the relationship between “base” 
and “superstructure” not as strictly causal 
in nature. Morris’s causal view of the rela-
tionship between modes of production and 
values is therefore, in some sense, close to 
Marxian orthodoxy.

It should also be noted that links between 
modes of production and institutions spelled 
out in Marxian theory can be related back 
to Adam Smith’s theory of the ages of man-
kind, characterized by different modes 
of subsistence: from the age of hunter– 
gatherers to the age of shepherds, farm-
ing, and commerce; see Smith (2006). 
Interestingly, Smith seems to stress value 
systems more directly than Marx. In regards 
to hunting–gathering, for instance, he notes 
the lack of property and laws, and also, as 
Morris does, the egalitarian but violent social 
relations and values.

More recently, economic historians have 
taken the lead in the study of the role insti-
tutions in economic development. One 
important example is North (1990, 1991). 
North is concerned with the analysis of eco-
nomic development in history. In his con-
ceptual model, qualitative changes in modes 
of production are not central to the analysis 

7 See, e.g., Marx (1857–58 and 1859) and Foley and 
Dumenil (2008) for a concise summary of Marx’s theory on 
modes of production. 
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and economic development is rather rep-
resented as a smooth process, occurring in 
stages, from local exchanges within villages 
to  markets across more and more vast inter-
connected regions (this is in part due to a 
shorter-term historical focus). On the other 
hand, economic development and evolution 
of institutions interact in important ways 
in North’s analysis. As markets grow, trans-
action costs impose constraints, in terms of 
agency and enforcement of contracts, requir-
ing institutions for the protection of property 
rights. Relatedly, Greif (2006) views institu-
tions as the fundamental driver of economic 
history and contemporary cross-country 
differences in economic development. His 
historical analysis, however, is centered on 
detailed specific historical cases, such as the 
trade institutions adopted by Genoese and 
Maghrebi traders in European medieval his-
tory, rather than large-scale narratives.8

Diamond’s (2005) famous work on the 
determinants of economic progress also 
speaks to the role of institutions. Diamond 
sees the ultimately dominant institutions of 
Eurasian societies as due to the advantageous 
effect of geography, which also has a role in 
developing resistance to endemic diseases. 
Building on this literature, economists have 
explored general models of institutions, pro-
ducing formal theoretical and empirical anal-
yses of the relationship between certain kinds 
of institutions and development and prosper-
ity; see Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson 
(2006) for a survey of this literature.

Finally, large-scale analyses of the dynam-
ics of culture include Cavalli-Sforza (1995, 
2000) on language evolution and demotic 
movements. Cavalli-Sforza focuses his atten-
tion on cultural change along the  Neolithic 

8 Another important contribution to the study of 
large-scale models of institutions is Landes (1998), which 
reduces the determinants of economic growth and prog-
ress to the complex interaction of culture, institutions, and 
historical accidents. 

transition from hunting–gathering to farm-
ing, two of the modes of production in 
Morris’s study. He goes very much in detail 
on the transmission process of the farmers’ 
specific set of cultural traits, including their 
value system. Following along his steps, 
Boyd and Richerson (1985) and Richerson 
and Boyd (2005) develop a study of human 
evolution as determined by a psychology 
uniquely adapted to create complex culture. 
They emphasize cultural diversity, as well as 
certain common typological characteristics 
of human cultural traits, like the ability to 
cooperate, which have been arguably instru-
mental in the development of institutions 
and ultimately economic progress.

Morris’s lectures, in this perspective, con-
stitute a very ambitious undertaking. While 
many of the references above deal with the 
interaction of modes of production, insti-
tutions, and value systems in one way or 
another, only Marx, and perhaps Smith, have 
a general conceptual model of the determi-
nation and the evolution of all three, as the 
one delineated in the lectures. On the other 
hand, most of the references above do not 
ascribe to Morris’s causal view of the relation-
ship between modes of production, institu-
tions, and value systems. As a consequence, 
the models they develop are centered on 
(different forms of ) the interaction among 
these three variables, resulting in interest-
ing analyses with a richer array of empirical 
implications than in Morris’s lectures.

2.2 The Determination of Modes of 
Production, Institutions, and Value 
Systems

While it does not contain a formal model of 
the evolution of modes of production, institu-
tions, and values, the clarity of Morris’s anal-
ysis and exposition is such that a conceptual 
model can be relatively easily identified. I 
structure this review around this model, with 
the caveat that by doing so, I might perhaps 
require some analytical components that a 
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conceptual model cannot deliver, and at the 
same time inadvertently disregard some of 
its important distinctions,  articulations, and 
subtleties. With this caveat, the core ele-
ments of Morris’s model, as exposed in the 
lectures, are as follows.

1.  The prevalent mode of production 
in a society is determined, for a given 
technological frontier, by the individual 
decisions of the agents in the society. 
The evolution of modes of production is 
the result of the changes in these deci-
sions after an exogenous technological 
shock. For instance, a climatic change 
(the warming of the earth after the 
Younger Dryas, a period of cold climatic 
conditions and drought between  10,800  
and  9,600  BCE) in the right ecologi-
cal environment (e.g., the Hilly Flanks 
from the Jordan Valley to  present-day 
Turkey’s border and Iran–Iraq frontier, 
rich in potential domesticates) is seen 
as the direct cause of the advent of the 
farming mode of production.

2.  Institutions are largely determined as 
the result of group selection, produc-
ing a well-functioning social system 
based on the specific prevalent mode of 
production. The relationship between 
modes of production and institutions 
is assumed causal in nature and hence 
their possible interactions are effec-
tively disregarded; so much so that 
an essentially diachronic relationship 
appears to be postulated, in which 
adapted institutions arise after a change 
in the prevalent mode of production.

3.  Value systems are the result of individ-
ual selection:9 “the race between  values 

9 Lip service is offered also to the Red Queen effect, 
that is, the interaction between individual selection and 
institutions. 

and environments is played out in bil-
lions of little cultural competitions, 
as individuals decide what is the right 
thing to do” (p. 142). In fact, values are 
almost directly projected onto insti-
tutions: egalitarian/hierarchical insti-
tutions are supported by egalitarian/ 
hierarchical values; violence/political 
compromise as a means to resolve con-
flicts is supported by values that are 
tolerant/intolerant of violence in the 
resolution of conflicts.

A concise representation of the structure 
of the model (where arrows represent causal 
relationships) is as follows:

 Modes of production → Institutions → Value systems

     = Institutions  

As such, the conceptual model has several 
implications and some limitations. I find it 
useful to collect them under headings that 
frequently appear in the characterization of 
the properties of formal economic models.

Welfare. While they are not explicitly and 
consistently derived in the lectures, Morris’s 
conceptual model has implications in terms 
of welfare and efficiency. It is important to 
be precise about them as rational choice 
(as implicitly assumed in the determination 
of modes of production) and evolutionary 
selection (as assumed in the determination 
of institutions and value systems) are often 
erroneously interpreted as mechanisms lead-
ing to efficiency.

Indeed, the determination of modes of 
production postulated by Morris does not 
give rise necessarily nor generally to efficient 
equilibrium outcomes. Morris discusses this 
indirectly when facing Marshall Sahlins’s 
(1968) fundamental question in his “Notes 
on the Original Affluent Society”: How is 
it possible that human societies moved in a 
widespread manner from hunting–gathering  
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to farming, resulting in those societies being 
arguably worse-off?10 Morris identifies a 
crucial negative externality from farming to 
hunting–gathering, which could induce an 
inefficiency, and in turn, explain this out-
come: intensive farming practices destroy 
the habitat for wild plants and animals. 
Another externality, with the same effect, has 
to do with endogenous fertility, lacking mar-
kets to internalize the effects of population 
growth on the productivity of land. This is, 
of course, the Malthusian effect, and is part 
of modern growth theory in economics; see 
Galor (2005).

Group and individual selection, which are 
postulated to determine institutions and val-
ues, in principle also fail to guarantee that 
societies reach a global maximum. In other 
words, given the mode of production, it is 
not guaranteed, from a theoretical point of 
view, that better institutions and values could 
not be found than the ones determined 
by the evolutionary selection process. To 
achieve efficiency, group selection requires 
that interactions between individuals in a 
group can overturn free-rider problems, 
unfortunately extremely common in most 
social and economic interactions. Free riding 
on agents behaving efficiently is often evo-
lutionarily favorable; see Bergstrom (2003) 
for a review of these issues with group selec-
tion. Individual selection, in turn, also fails 
to guarantee efficient outcomes. The setup 
postulated by Morris, where individuals 
adopt values in “cultural competitions” given 
a system of institutions, coincides essentially 
with the model of social norms studied in 
evolutionary game theory. While this is not 
the appropriate place to review the results of 
this literature,11 a social norm in this envi-
ronment is one of many possible equilibria, 
not necessarily an efficient one: individuals 

10 This same question is reformulated, with arguments, 
by Diamond (2005). 

11 See, e.g., Young (2001). 

conform to a particular norm but different 
populations could converge to different 
norms. Furthermore, the same population 
might tend to generally switch across norms 
over time.

The possibility of inefficient institutions 
in equilibrium is not discussed in the lec-
tures, though it is very relevant and raises 
many issues and questions. For instance, a 
great variety of institutional systems appears 
to have been produced in the context of the 
industrial mode of production (see the next 
section for further discussion of this). Are 
some of these dominated by others? Also, 
with respect to institutional rules and norms 
of behavior (attitudes) toward violence, is 
there a possible set of institutional rules and 
norms that could organize a  hunter–gatherer 
society that does not involve a frequent use 
of violence to resolve conflicts? Is it possi-
ble that a system of values more intolerant 
toward violence could support such a set of 
institutional rules?

Determinacy. While individual selection is 
characterized by a single well-defined objec-
tive to which selected traits are adaptive (that 
is, fitness), this is not necessarily the case 
for group selection. The fitness of a group 
cannot generally be interpreted literally as 
population growth, since different complex 
mechanisms determine dominance factors at 
the level of the group. More specifically, the 
ability of a society to dominate might be due 
to its military power (which in turn might or 
might not be related to population growth), 
to its ability to produce resources (extract 
energy, Morris would say), or to the specific 
set of resources produced, and so on. Morris’s 
model in this sense is not  well-determined: 
different conclusions are, in principle, 
obtained with different assumptions regard-
ing dominance mechanisms and interactions 
at the societal level; different societies might 
be interacting differently, due to, e.g., geo-
graphical or historical reasons, potentially 
giving rise to multiple institutional systems 
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given the same mode of production. The 
statement that the institutions selected are 
the ones that better support a society based 
on the specific mode of production under 
consideration is hence generally severely 
under-determined (what “better support” 
means depends on the mechanism govern-
ing selection). A recent example of the inter-
esting theoretical implications that can be 
obtained once such a mechanism is clearly 
specified, is the recent work on the subject by 
Levine and Modica (2013), which develops 
a (group) evolutionary theory of institutions 
based on societal expansion through conflict. 
Conflictual success is determined by the 
ability of a society to produce free resources, 
that is, resources in excess of subsistence. In 
this context, interesting implications can be 
obtained regarding institutional characteris-
tics and values systems of selected societies 
besides attitudes toward wealth distribution 
and violence. In particular, e.g., regarding 
their marriage norms and rules, property 
requirements for marriage and strong pen-
alties for out-of-wedlock birth are predicted 
to be selected to limit population growth and 
produce resources in excess of subsistence.

Robustness. Morris’s model has values 
evolutionarily selected almost directly to 
functionally support institutions (see the 
arrow representation above). This is not an 
innocuous assumption: it is hardly supported 
once the evolutionary game-theory model is 
spelled out in detail, as we discussed above 
referring to models of social norms, and 
results are not robust to alternative model-
ing choices. Moving away from evolutionary 
models of cultural traits and moral values, 
e.g., adopting an intergenerational cultural 
transmission framework has, for instance, 
very different implications. Bisin and Verdier 
(2000, 2001), building on the work of Cavalli-
Sforza,12 develop an economic model of 

12 More specifically, on the modeling of cultural trans-
mission processes in Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman (1981) 

transmission in which parents chose social-
ization rationally. These classes of models 
fare relatively well empirically, as they pro-
vide a natural explanation for the well-doc-
umented persistence over time, as well as 
fractionalization over space, of cultural traits, 
e.g., ethnic and religious traits; see Bisin 
and Verdier (2010) for a survey of models 
and empirical work. These models have the 
property that the population dynamics of 
cultural traits and values will generally be 
non-ergodic; that is, cultural evolution will 
depend crucially on initial conditions, e.g., 
on the initial distribution of the population 
by cultural trait.13 Non-ergodicity therefore 
implies, in Morris’s environment, that differ-
ent value systems may be consistent with the 
same mode of production, a situation which 
is apparently borne out in the data, especially 
in the case of the industrial mode of pro-
duction; see the next section. Furthermore, 
these models produce a wealth of empirical 
implications about the dynamics of cultural 
traits in the population, with regards to the 
characteristics of the traits that tend to sur-
vive in the long run, the speed at which the 
distribution of the population by cultural 
trait changes over time, and so on. Most 
importantly, these implications depend in a 
crucial manner on the socioeconomic envi-
ronment, that is, the mode of production and 
the institutional system, underlying the cul-
tural dynamics. All of this is lost in Morris’s 
model by postulating cultural traits (that is, 
values) directly functional to institutions.

Even without abandoning evolutionary 
models of culture and values, a more spe-
cific theory of the relationship between atti-
tudes toward violence and institutions that 
delves deeper into this relationship than a 
simple evolutionary approach to institution 
formation could have different  implications, 
e.g., in terms of efficiency. As an  example, 

and Boyd and Richerson (1985). 
13 See also Bisin, Topa, and Verdier (2004). 
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consider the work of North, Wallis, and 
Weingast (2009). In their theoretical con-
struct, limiting violence helps guarantee 
the  well-functioning of institutions, but 
limiting violence by political manipulation 
of the economy is understood to create 
privileged interests and, in turn, constrain 
economic and political development. An 
important implication of this analysis is that 
the amount of violence in society is possibly 
only second-best efficient. This is true even 
if attitudes towards violence are selected to 
optimally support institutions as in Morris’s 
view.

3. Causation and Identification

As argued in the overview, the main tenet 
of Morris’s lectures is the causal relationship 
between modes of production and institu-
tions, and from institutions to value systems 
(see the arrow representation on page 5).

3.1 Modes of Production → Institutions: 
Statistical Analysis 

The causal relationship from modes of pro-
duction to institutions is studied, briefly, by 
means of a simple statistical analysis based on 
World Value Survey (WVS) data. The statisti-
cal analysis consists essentially of a regression 
between national scores of WVS’s traditional 
to  secular-rational values scale against the 
fraction of GDP in nonagricultural sectors. 
The traditional to secular-rational values scale 
measures attitudes toward religion, family, 
and authority, and is intended as a proxy for 
the moral values associated with farming, as 
opposed to the ones associated with industrial 
production. In a sense then, this analysis cen-
ters on the second change in mode of produc-
tion over human evolution, disregarding the 
first, from hunting–gathering to  farming.14 

14 This is appropriate as very few hunting–gathering 
societies exist nowadays and in any case they are not sam-
pled by the WVS, which is conducted at the national level. 

Morris finds a positive correlation in the 
regression, though a small   R   2  ,  0.24 .15

Various comments to Morris’s statistical 
analysis are in order. His regression, in fact, 
falls squarely in a category of statistical anal-
yses, like cross-country growth regressions in 
economics, which are plagued by economet-
ric issues, requiring implausible assumptions 
about regressors, residuals, and parameters; 
see Durlauf (2000, 2001) and Brock and 
Durlauf (2001). First of all, obviously, the 
correlation documented in the data does not 
imply causation: reverse causation is consis-
tent with the data. Second, no theory actually 
guides the decision about which variables to 
include in the regression. Even if the correla-
tion documented by Morris were correctly 
interpreted as a causal relationship, nothing 
would preclude other causal determinants 
of WVS’s traditional to secular-rational val-
ues scale. Third, no plausible reasons can be 
put forth to justify parameter homogeneity 
across countries: Why would the marginal 
effect of the fraction of GDP in nonagri-
cultural sectors onto WVS’s traditional to 
secular-rational values scale be the same in 
Africa and in Europe? Finally, linearity of 
the regression is always hard to justify.

In the following, I discuss more specif-
ically in the context of Morris’s statistical 
analysis two of the econometric issues we 
just raised: (1) how reverse causation could 
come into play to generate the positive cor-
relation, however small, found in the data; 
(2) how the data might display a nonlinearity 
that suggests a possible different interpreta-
tion of the statistical result.

Reverse causation. The possibility of 
reverse causation, from value systems to 
modes of production, is obviously consis-
tent with the statistical analysis reported 
in the lectures, as just noted. What is more 

15 The other regressions whose specifics are reported in 
the lectures deliver very similar results. I therefore limit 
myself to discussing this one. 
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 important, however, is that such reverse cau-
sality is not just possible but even plausible 
and, in any case, at the center of the dis-
cussion of an important recent literature in 
economics that deals with the effects of insti-
tutions on economic progress and prosper-
ity; see Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson 
(2006). The main tenet of this literature, as 
we have already discussed, is that certain 
kinds of institutions, that is, inclusive and 
non-extractive, are the fundamental causes 
of development and prosperity. While it is 
true that results in this literature are cast in 
terms of institutions and not in terms of value 
systems, it is the case, as we argued, that 
Morris identifies institutions with the value 
systems which support them.16 Further, 
development and economic progress are 
generally associated with a reduction in the 
share of agricultural sectors in GDP or, more 
precisely said, with the change from agricul-
ture to the industrial mode of production.  
As a consequence, all the evidence collected 
in support of the central tenet of this liter-
ature, e.g., of the causal effect of extractive 
institutions imposed by colonial powers onto 
subsequent economic progress of the colo-
nies, can be interpreted as evidence loosely 
against Morris’s claim, in these lectures, that 
modes of production cause value systems 
(identified with the institutions they support) 
and not vice versa.

Nonlinearity. The plot of the data (reported 
in figure 1.3 in the book) shows that the doc-
umented positive correlation is hardly the 
result of a linear relationship between the 
variables. In fact, the positive correlation 
appears due to a few data points with a non-
agricultural GDP fraction smaller than  0.8 , 
which show low traditional to secular-rational 

16 It could be argued, actually, that this literature falls 
into the same problem: inasmuch as it documents cultural 
traits affecting development and prosperity, it tends to cat-
egorize them as (identify them with) institutions; see Bisin 
and Verdier (2015). 

values scores but minimal or no correlation; 
and a large heterogeneity in the traditional to 
secular-rational values scale for data points at 
high nonagricultural GDP fraction. In other 
words, if it is true that the few relatively non-
industrialized societies tend to be associated 
with traditional values, it is hardly possible 
to argue that values change “continuously” 
with development of the industrial mode of 
production. It is instead evidently the case 
that industrial societies are compatible with 
a whole large range of value systems along 
the traditional to secular-rational scale. One 
way to read this empirical regularity is that 
economic development might be import-
ant to elicit secular-rational value systems 
but far from sufficient and, especially, that 
variables other than the level of economic 
development or different initial conditions 
may determine which value system ends up 
being adopted. This is relevant, as it links 
back to the issue of the determination of 
value systems and the robustness of Morris’s 
analysis discussed above. As already noted, 
models that imply different value systems in 
equilibrium given the same mode of produc-
tion are easy to construct through different 
assumptions, either on group-selection envi-
ronments, or on cultural-transmission mech-
anisms. Further, the many value systems that 
are compatible with economic development 
may be ranked in terms of efficiency, open-
ing the door to an interesting analysis that is 
side-stepped in these lectures.

3.2 Modes of Production → Institutions: 
Narrative Essays 

The narrative essays, one for each of the 
three modes of production, are the core of 
the lectures. Here is where the conceptual 
model is exposed and illustrated with great 
wealth of arguments and data. With regards 
to the causal structure of the explanation, 
however, the contribution of the essays con-
sists in the identification of causal shocks. 
These induce changes in the modes of 
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 production and various kinds of qualitative 
arguments in support of the  exogeneity of 
the shocks, and, the lack of a direct effect of 
the shocks themselves onto institutions and 
value systems.

Morris identifies the climatic change after 
the Younger Dryas period in the Hilly Flanks 
as the shock responsible for the advent of 
farming, the agricultural revolution in the 
neolithic. I am not in the position to discuss 
whether this climatic change is enough to 
explain a large enough technological advan-
tage of farming over hunting–gathering.17 If 
it is, then the requirements that it is exoge-
nous and does not directly affect institutions 
and values would be convincingly satisfied. 
But even accepting that climatic change is 
the cause of the technological advantage of 
farming, it is hard to conceive the advent 
of farming as occurring diacronically with 
respect to the institutions supporting it, 
e.g., the formation of villages with a hierar-
chical structure of the population, religious 
beliefs, and so on, as Morris’s model seems 
to require. The narrative essays in fact say 
nothing about this point. The evolutionary 
mechanism shaping institutions and value 
systems is postulated, but no evidence is 
brought to support it. Indeed the essay on 
farming is structured to argue solely that 
institutions and value systems prevalent in 
farming societies were/are functional to sup-
port the efficient operation of this mode of 
production. In this limited sense, they are 
convincing: there are few doubts for instance 
that villages with a hierarchical structure 
of the population and religious beliefs are 
 well-designed to support a society based on 
farming. It is instead no surprise that histor-
ical accounts of the agricultural revolution 

17 A systematic examination of this hypothesis rests on 
its implication for population growth, a central aspect of 
the agricultural revolution; see e.g., Anderson et al. (2011) 
and, more generally, Richerson, Boyd, and Bettinger 
(2001), for favorable accounts. 

in the Neolithic era  interpret the archelog-
ical data, e.g., regarding  urbanization, as 
the result of the evolution of institutional 
systems (and, e.g., in Cavalli-Sforza 2000, of 
value systems) concurrently with the spread 
of farming as a mode of production; see, e.g., 
Barker (2009).

Finding a causal shock responsible for the 
advent of the industrial mode of production 
is obviously much harder than for farming. 
Any such attempt would clearly clash with 
some of the various multifaceted existing 
theories of the industrial revolution. Morris 
knows this very well, having discussed these 
issues in detail in his previous book, Why 
the West Rules—For Now: The Patterns of 
History and What They Reveal About the 
Future. He nonetheless attempts to find a 
causal shock in “geography” (p. 157). On a 
more detailed reading, however, the shock 
Morris identifies is an increase in long-run 
wages in Northwestern Europe, in turn due 
in part to the new and central role of the 
Atlantic Ocean in the age of large ships. This 
is not the place to discuss the long-run wages 
increase or the various other theories about 
the advent of the industrial revolution. I limit 
myself to observing that avoiding a complex 
and articulate account that relies crucially 
on the interaction and the joint evolution of 
technological and institutional elements, in 
the case of the industrial revolution, is even 
harder than in the case of the agricultural 
revolution in the Neolithic era. It suffices to 
refer again to the historical accounts centered 
on inclusive institutions in England from the 
Middle Ages onwards, e.g., in McCloskey 
(2006, 2010); see also Griffin (2010).

3.3 Institutions → Value Systems = 
Institutions 

Even the second element of the fundamen-
tal causal relationship in Morris’s book, that 
value systems are determined by institutions, 
is hardly tenable. Cultural traits (includ-
ing value systems) and institutions typically 
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evolve jointly, dynamically interacting. Bisin 
and Verdier (2015) contains several examples 
to this effect. Consider, for example, the evo-
lution from farming to industrial production. 
Even without relying on Weber’s specific 
Protestant Ethic argument, it is arguably the 
case that bourgeois culture, a set of cultural 
traits which includes a strong work-ethic, 
attitudes for innovation and entrepreneur-
ship, the ability to accept deferred returns 
(that is, an attitude favorable to investment), 
have all been instrumental in the evolution 
of more inclusive institutions in England. 
At the same time, such institutions have, in 
turn, certainly favored the development and 
success of bourgeois values. Indeed, it is the 
complementarity of values and institutions 
that is often considered one of the reasons 
why the industrial revolution has occurred 
in England first and when it did; see, e.g., 
McCloskey (2006, 2010).18 Another import-
ant historical instance where institutions and 
cultural traits have manifestly jointly con-
tributed to socioeconomic prosperity is the 
case of Italian independent city-states in the 
Renaissance: civic culture and social capital 
are more developed in Italy in regions that 
have experienced the creation of indepen-
dent city-states (see Guiso, Sapienza, and 
Zingales 2008a, 2008b). In fact, the greater 
social capital in the north of Italy relative to 
the south, famously documented by Putnam 
(1992) via the differential effects of the 
political and institutional decentralization 
reforms across the country in the 60s and 
70s, can be ascribed to the fact that city states 
were not prevalent in the south. In turn then, 
the interaction of culture and institutions 
brought about by the historical experience 
of city-states can explain, at least in part, the 

18 See also Doepke and Zilibotti (2008), who discuss the 
role of patience as a selected trait favoring bourgeois values 
and fostering economic growth. 

economic success of the north relative to the 
south of Italy over the centuries.19

4. Speculations

The lectures on which the book is based 
end with a discussion about “Quo vadis”; 
that is, about where human history will 
direct its evolution in the future. This kind 
of discussion easily ends in wild and not very 
useful speculations. This is what happens 
here, but Morris is nonetheless interesting 
and entertaining. First, he addresses the 
issue of whether the predictable movement 
of the world economic barycenter (toward 
Asia) will bring about a fundamental change 
in the predominant value system. This is a 
question that his analysis is well suited to 
answer, at least in principle. Morris’s con-
ceptual model, in fact, implies that the pre-
dominant value system in human societies 
is essentially determined by the mode of 
production they employ. As a consequence, 
as long as the barycenter moves without 
changing the mode of production, value sys-
tems will stay relatively unchanged. In other 
words, Western values are not Western per 
se, but rather industrial, which are deter-
mined by the industrial mode of production. 
It will be the East then to adopt what we call 
Western values, e.g., “liberal, individualistic 
values,” to support its economic and political 
hegemony.

This argument is perfectly sensible and it 
is interesting that Morris’s conceptual model 
be brought to bear on a prediction about the 
evolution of values. Nonetheless, it should 
be noted that the argument relies crucially 

19 Other interesting instances of the joint development 
of institutions and culture include industrialization and 
social capital in Indonesia (Miguel, Gertler, and Levine 
2003), the technology of the plough, patriarchal institu-
tions, gender attitudes (Alesina and Giuliano 2011), and 
the authoritarian culture of the sugar plantation regions of 
Cuba operated with slave labor as opposed to the liberal 
culture of the tobacco farms (Ortiz 1940). 



1133Bisin: Review Essay on Ian Morris’s Foragers, Farmers, and Fossil Fuels

on the model’s postulation that modes of pro-
duction are causally associated with a single 
unique set of value systems in equilibrium. 
I have argued in this review that this is not 
theoretically well-grounded nor empirically 
documented in the book.

Morris also considers the possibility that 
future changes in the world economic sys-
tem be associated to a qualitative change of, 
a revolution in, the mode of production. In 
this case, of course, the value system would 
also change, possibly inducing a radically 
new socioeconomic order. Here is where the 
predictions turn into wild speculations about 
“an evolutionary leap on a par with the shift 
from a single- to multi-celled organisms 600 
million years ago” (p. 166). Morris does well, 
however, in leaving predictions about the 
end of the industrial mode of production to 
the words of Ray Kurzweil, a visionary direc-
tor of engineering at Google, rather than his 
own. In this way, he gets the entertainment 
value of discussing how “neuron-by-neuron 
maps of the individual brain” joined with 
“supercomputers so fast that bioengineers 
will be able to upload scans of every one of 
the eight or nine billion people on earth and 
run them in real time” will “effectively merge 
the whole of humanity in a single super 
organism” by 2045; and at the same time he 
gets to hedge by citing the “dismal record of 
crystal-ball gazers in the past” (p. 167).

5. Conclusions

The book is a fascinating exploration of 
human history, exposed in terms of the evo-
lution of its modes of production, institu-
tions, and value systems. The analysis is very 
knowledgeable and informatively rooted 
in history, anthropology, archeology, and 
social sciences in general. From the point 
of view of an economist, the book identifies 
a set of fundamental questions regarding 
the relationship between modes of produc-
tion, institutions, and value systems. These 

 questions are relatively new, very interest-
ing, and, as it turns out, quite amenable to 
the methods and tools of the discipline. The 
book, however, falls short in terms of the 
conceptual model it adopts to organize the 
data, which appears in way too reduced a 
form and  especially simplistic in its postu-
lation of causal relationships. An economist 
would recognize the endogeneity of modes 
of production, institutions, and value sys-
tems, and hence the usefulness of a more 
structural approach to identifying possibly 
exogenous variables determining the system. 
This would in turn offer a wealth of empir-
ical implications that could be put to data. 
This structural approach does not have to 
include a formal model, of course, and many 
economists would approach Morris’s ques-
tions by simply postulating deeper causal 
relationships in terms of a purely statistical 
model. On the other hand, a formal theoret-
ical model would be of great use in Morris’s 
context and would have helped him better 
understand the implications of his assump-
tions. As I noted, for instance, his adoption 
of an evolutionary theory of values excludes 
a rich class of models developed in econom-
ics, biology, and anthropology to understand 
the dynamics of cultural traits. These models 
introduce arguments, mechanisms, and con-
siderations that are in principle of first order 
importance in this context and produce dis-
tinct results and implications. A formal the-
oretical analysis would have most probably 
led Morris to a more thorough examination 
of the available modeling choices, requiring 
at the minimum a more careful and much-
needed justification for the ones adopted. 
But even restricting the analysis to an evo-
lutionary theory of values, the lack of a for-
mal model seems to have led Morris to draw 
implications from this theory that are much 
tighter than actually justified in the game 
theoretical formulations.

Finally, to an economist the book appears 
lacking in terms of its sophistication in 
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 statistical analysis. This is not to say that the 
empirical analyses conducted by economists 
are not often plagued by serious econometric 
problems: cross-country growth regressions 
are a case in point, as already noted, and so 
is part of the recent empirical work on the 
questions raised in this book, e.g., the role 
of culture and institutions as origins of eco-
nomic prosperity. But a more distinct aware-
ness about these problems than is found in 
Morris’s book is now commonplace in eco-
nomics, especially with regards to what is 
required to claim a causal relationship. On 
the other hand, the book provides a great 
implicit argument in favor of the explana-
tory power of well-constructed narratives 
interweaving data from diverse sources. 
Economists tend not to value enough argu-
ments and explanations based on qualitative 
data of the kind used in the book. This opens 
up, for instance, the issue of ethnographic 
data, which has proved very useful in social 
sciences but is almost completely disre-
garded in economics. 

References

Acemoglu, Daron, Simon Johnson, and James A. Rob-
inson. 2006. “Institutions as a Fundamental Cause 
of Long-Run Growth.” In Handbook of Economic 
Growth: Volume 1A, edited by Philippe Aghion and 
Steven N. Durlauf, 385–472. San Diego and Amster-
dam: Elsevier, North-Holland.

Alesina, Alberto, Paola Giuliano, and Nathan Nunn. 
2011. “Fertility and the Plough.” American Economic 
Review 101 (3): 499–503.

Anderson, David G., Albert C. Goodyear, James Ken-
nett, and Allen West. 2011. “Multiple Lines of Evi-
dence for Possible Human Population Decline/
Settlement Reorganization during the Early Younger 
Dryas.” Quaternary International 242 (2): 570–83.

Barker, Graeme. 2009. The Agricultural Revolution 
in Prehistory: Why Did Foragers Become Farmers? 
Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press.

Bergstrom, Theodore C. 2003. “The Algebra of Assorta-
tive Encounters and the Evolution of Cooperation.” 
International Game Theory Review 5 (3): 211–28.

Bisin, Alberto, Giorgio Topa, and Thierry Verdier. 
2004. “Cooperation as a Transmitted Cultural Trait.” 
Rationality and Society 16 (4): 477–507.

Bisin, Alberto, and Thierry Verdier. 2000. “‘Beyond 
the Melting Pot’: Cultural Transmission, Marriage, 
and the Evolution of Ethnic and Religious Traits.” 

 Quarterly Journal of Economics 115 (3): 955–88.
Bisin, Alberto, and Thierry Verdier. 2001. “The Eco-

nomics of Cultural Transmission and the Dynamics 
of Preferences.” Journal of Economic Theory 97 (2): 
298–319.

Bisin, Alberto, and Thierry Verdier. 2010. “The 
 Economics of Cultural Transmission and Socializa-
tion.” In Handbook of Social Economics, Volume 1A, 
edited by Jess Benhabib, Matthew O. Jackson, and 
Alberto Bisin, 339–416. San Diego and Amsterdam: 
Elsevier, North-Holland.

Bisin, Alberto, and Thierry Verdier. 2015. “On the 
Joint Evolution of Culture and Institutions.” 
Unpublished.

Boyd, Robert, and Peter J. Richerson. 1985. Culture 
and the Evolutionary Process. Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press.

Brock, William A., and Steven N. Durlauf. 2001. 
“Growth Empirics and Reality.” World Bank Eco-
nomic Review 15 (2): 229–71.

Cavalli-Sforza, Luigi Luca. 1995. The Great Human 
Diasporas: The History of Diversity and Evolution. 
New York: Addison-Wesley.

Cavalli-Sforza, Luigi Luca. 2000. Genes, Peoples, and 
Languages. New York: North Point Press.

Cavalli-Sforza, Luigi Luca, and Marcus W. Feldman. 
1981. Cultural Transmission and Evolution: A Quan-
titative Approach. Princeton and Oxford: Princeton 
University Press.

Cipolla, Carlo M. 1976. Before the Industrial Revolu-
tion: European Society and Economy, 1000–1700. 
New York and London: W. W. Norton and Company.

Diamond, Jared. 2005. Guns, Germs, and Steel: The 
Fates of Human Societies. New York and London: W. 
W. Norton and Company.

Doepke, Matthias, and Fabrizio Zilibotti. 2008. “Occu-
pational Choice and the Spirit of Capitalism.” Quar-
terly Journal of Economics 123 (2): 747–93.

Durlauf, Steven N. 2000. “Econometric Analysis and 
the Study of Economic Growth: A Skeptical Per-
spective.” In Macroeconomics and the Real World: 
Volume 1: Econometric Techniques and Macroeco-
nomics, edited by Roger E. Backhouse and Andrea 
Salanti, 249–62. Oxford and New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press.

Durlauf, Steven N. 2001. “Manifesto for a Growth 
Econometrics.” Journal of Econometrics 100 (1): 
65–69.

Foley, Duncan, and Gérard Duménil. 2008. “Marx’s 
Analysis of Capitalist Production.” In The New Pal-
grave Dictionary of Economics, Second edition, 
edited by Steven N. Durlauf and Lawrence E. 
Blume. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Galor, Oded. 2005. “From Stagnation to Growth: Uni-
fied Growth Theory.” In Handbook of Economic 
Growth, Volume 1A, edited by Philippe Aghion and 
Steven N. Durlauf, 171–294. Amsterdam and San 
Diego: Elsevier, North-Holland.

Greif, Avner. 2006. Institutions and the Path to the 
Modern Economy: Lessons from Medieval Trade. 
Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University 

http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?doi=10.1257%2Fjel.20151352&crossref=10.1142%2FS0219198903001021&citationId=p_5
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?doi=10.1257%2Fjel.20151352&crossref=10.1177%2F1043463104046695&citationId=p_6
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?doi=10.1257%2Fjel.20151352&crossref=10.1162%2F003355300554953&citationId=p_7
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?doi=10.1257%2Fjel.20151352&crossref=10.1006%2Fjeth.2000.2678&citationId=p_8
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?doi=10.1257%2Fjel.20151352&crossref=10.1162%2Fqjec.2008.123.2.747&citationId=p_18
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?doi=10.1257%2Fjel.20151352&system=10.1257%2Faer.101.3.499&citationId=p_2
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?doi=10.1257%2Fjel.20151352&crossref=10.1016%2Fj.quaint.2011.04.020&citationId=p_3
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?doi=10.1257%2Fjel.20151352&crossref=10.1016%2FS0304-4076%2800%2900055-5&citationId=p_20
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?doi=10.1257%2Fjel.20151352&crossref=10.1093%2Fwber%2F15.2.229&citationId=p_12


1135Bisin: Review Essay on Ian Morris’s Foragers, Farmers, and Fossil Fuels

Press.
Griffin, Emma. 2010. A Short History of the Brit-

ish Industrial Revolution. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Guiso, Luigi, Paola Sapienza, and Luigi Zingales. 
2008a. “Long Term Persistence.” National Bureau of 
Economic Research Working Paper 14278.

Guiso, Luigi, Paola Sapienza, and Luigi Zingales. 
2008b. “Alfred Marshall Lecture: Social Capital as 
Good Culture.” Journal of the European Economic 
Association 6 (2–3): 295–320.

Landes, David S. 1998. The Wealth and Poverty of 
Nations: Why Some Are So Rich and Some So Poor. 
New York and London: W. W. Norton and Company.

Levine, David K., and Salvatore Modica. 2013. “Con-
flict, Evolution, Hegemony, and the Power of the 
State.” NBER Working Paper 19221.

Marx, Karl. 1965. Pre-capitalist Economic Formations. 
New York: International Publishers, 1857–58.

Marx, Karl. 1977. A Contribution to the Critique of 
Political Economy, edited by R. Rojas. Moscow: 
Progress Publishers, 1859.

McCloskey, Deirdre N. 2006. The Bourgeois Virtues: 
Ethics for an Age of Commerce. Chicago and Lon-
don: University of Chicago Press.

McCloskey, Deirdre N. 2010. Bourgeois Dignity: Why 
Economics Can’t Explain the Modern World. Chi-
cago and London: University of Chicago Press.

Miguel, Edward, Paul Gertler, and David I. Levine 
2003. “Did Industrialization Destroy Social Capi-
tal in Indonesia?” University of California Berkeley 
Center for International and Development Econom-
ics Research Working Paper C03-131.

Morris, Ian. 2010. Why the West Rules—For Now: The 

Patterns of History, and What They Reveal About the 
Future. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

North, Douglass C. 1990. Institutions, Institutional 
Change and Economic Performance. Cambridge and 
New York: Cambridge University Press.

North, Douglass C. 1991. “Institutions.” Journal of Eco-
nomic Perspectives 5 (1): 97–112.

North, Douglass C., John Joseph Wallis, and Barry 
R. Weingast. 2009. Violence and Social Orders: A 
Conceptual Framework for Interpreting Recorded 
Human History. Cambridge and New York: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Ortiz, Fernando. 1940. “Contrapunteo Cubano del 
Tabaco y el Azucar.” Barcelona: Editorial Ariel.

Putnam, Robert D. 1992. Making Democracy Work: 
Civic Traditions in Modern Italy. Princeton and 
Oxford: Princeton University Press.

Richerson, Peter J., and Robert Boyd. 2005. How Cul-
ture Transformed Human Evolution. Chicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press.

Richerson, Peter J., Robert Boyd, and Robert L. Bet-
tinger. 2001. “Was Agriculture Impossible during the 
Pleistocene but Mandatory during the Holocene?” 
American Antiquity 66 (3): 387–411.

Sahlins, Marshall. 1968. “Notes on the Original Afflu-
ent Society.” In Man the Hunter, edited by Richard 
B. Lee and Irven Devore, 85–89. New Brunswick 
and London: Aldine Transaction.

Smith, Craig. 2006. Adam Smith’s Political Philosophy: 
The Invisible Hand and Spontaneous Order. Lon-
don: Routledge.

Young, H. Peyton. 2001. Individual Strategy and Social 
Structure: An Evolutionary Theory of Institutions. 
Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press.

http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?doi=10.1257%2Fjel.20151352&crossref=10.2307%2F2694241&citationId=p_41
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?doi=10.1257%2Fjel.20151352&crossref=10.1162%2FJEEA.2008.6.2-3.295&citationId=p_26
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?doi=10.1257%2Fjel.20151352&system=10.1257%2Fjep.5.1.97&citationId=p_36

	The Evolution of Value Systems: A Review Essay on Ian Morris’s Foragers, Farmers, and Fossil Fuels
	1. Overview
	2. Conceptual Model
	2.1 A Brief Perspective on Large-Scale Models
	2.2 The Determination of Modes of Production, Institutions, and ValueSystems

	3. Causation and Identification
	3.1 Modes of Production → Institutions: Statistical Analysis
	3.2 Modes of Production → Institutions: Narrative Essays
	3.3 Institutions → Value Systems = Institutions

	4. Speculations
	5. Conclusions
	REFERENCES




