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Corrosive Capital: The Case Against Extreme Plutocracy
With particular attention to Elon Musk

The Trillionaire Problem

In the spring of 2025, a single individual — Elon Musk — commanded a personal fortune exceeding three
hundred billion US dollars, a sum greater than the gross domestic product of several sovereign nations. By
June 2026 he became the world's first trillionaire after the stock market debut of his company, SpaceX,
with his net worth reaching approximately 1.1 trillion dollars.

This figure is not merely impressive; it is, upon reflection, deeply puzzling. No human being can consume,
experience, or meaningfully deploy one trillion dollars in personal expenditure. The wealth exists, in a
fundamental sense, only as a number on a screen, a ranking in a magazine, a marker of dominance in a
competitive hierarchy that has become, for its principal players, entirely self-referential. And yet this
abstract quantity exerts real and often destructive effects on the societies and ecosystems that produce
it.

The billionaire problem, as this paper will argue, is not simply a problem of distributive justice in the
classical sense. It is a problem of logical type: those who possess resources sufficient to distort the
cooperative infrastructure upon which all wealth depends are, by their hoarding, eroding the very
conditions that make their own wealth possible.

This is not a moral claim alone. It is, as the analysis of game theory will demonstrate, a structural and
strategic contradiction.

Musk, however, represents something more than a particularly egregious instance of the general
billionaire type. He is, in important respects, a qualitatively new kind of defector: the platform billionaire
who controls not merely capital but communications infrastructure, satellite networks, and the
algorithmic architectures that shape public discourse. This new modality of extreme wealth — the
ownership of the means of connection itself, rather than merely the means of production — represents a
form of cooperative infrastructure degradation that is both historically unprecedented and strategically
more dangerous than anything the previous analyses could fully account for. The argument of this paper
is, in this senseg, a living one: it must grow as the pathology it critiques grows, and the emergence of
platform capitalism as the dominant form of extreme wealth accumulation is itself evidence that the
defective strategy is evolving faster than the frameworks we have thus far developed to analyse it.

Written by Bea Groves-McDaniel, 16/06/26. This is Page 1 of 29



[Users/bea/Downloads/Corrosive Capital v3-160626.0dt

My argument proceeds as follows:

The paper draws on evolutionary game theory, particularly the work of Robert Axelrod and Martin
Nowak, to establish what kinds of strategies produce durable cooperation and what kinds
inevitably corrode it.

It brings evolutionary psychology and the biology of fairness to bear on the question of why
humans possess robust intuitions about legitimate and illegitimate distribution.

It engages with the philosophical literature on distributive justice, particularly the capability
approach developed by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum and extended by Ingrid Robeyns to
the question of extreme wealth.

It situates the argument within the political economy of capital accumulation, drawing on
Thomas Piketty and Branko Milanovic to establish the structural dynamics that produce and
sustain extreme plutocracy. It then adds historical evidence demonstrating that these dynamics
are not inevitable and that deliberate institutional choices have repeatedly demonstrated the
possibility of interruption.

It offers a sustained case study of Elon Musk as an instance of what game theory would recognise
as a defective strategy — one that, paradoxically, depends upon the cooperative environment it
degrades — with particular attention to the novel dimensions introduced by platform capitalism.

It analyses the systemic consequences of sustained wealth hoarding for the institutional and
material infrastructure of cooperation.

It anticipates and addresses the principal objections to the argument from incentive, freedom,
and trickle-down economics.

It situates the argument within the broader landscape of philosophical and political traditions
that reach similar conclusions from radically different premises: Marxist, communitarian,
indigenous, postcolonial, African philosophical, and ecological-economic. The game-theoretic
framework deployed in the earlier sections is revealed, in this broader light, as a structure of
reasoning that is not culturally specific to the liberal West but that emerges naturally from the
underlying strategic logic of cooperation itself.

My paper concludes by articulating ethical foundations for the limitation of extreme wealth
accumulation, drawing together the game-theoretic, psychological, philosophical, economic, and
political strands of the argument.

Its target is not solely the wealthy as a class but also a specific pattern of behaviour that the

evidence suggests is both strategically self-defeating and morally indefensible.
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Axelrod's Tournament

The most consequential insight in the formal study of cooperation does not come from moral philosophy
but from mathematics and biology.

Robert Axelrod, a political scientist at the University of Michigan, organised two major computer
tournaments in the late 1970s and early 1980s, inviting scholars from multiple disciplines to submit
strategies for the iterated Prisoner's Dilemma — a game in which two players can either cooperate or
defect, and in which the rational incentive for each, absent knowledge of the other's choice, is always to
defect. The results, published in The Evolution of Cooperation (1984), were striking. Strategies that
performed best across thousands of rounds were not the most aggressive or the most sophisticated. They
were, in Axelrod's terminology, 'nice’ — meaning they never defected first — and they were 'forgiving'
— meaning they responded to defection with cooperation rather than sustained retaliation.

The winning strategy in both tournaments was Tit-for-Tat, submitted by the psychologist Anatol
Rapoport: cooperate on the first move, then do whatever your opponent did on the previous move.

The standard one-shot Prisoner's Dilemma is illustrated by the following payoff matrix. If both players
cooperate, each receives a moderate payoff (R, the 'reward' for mutual cooperation). If both defect, each
receives a low payoff (P, the 'punishment’ for mutual defection). If one cooperates while the other
defects, the defector receives the highest payoff (T, the 'temptation’ to defect) while the cooperator
receives the lowest (S, the 'sucker's’ payoff). The inequalities T>R=>P=>S, and 2R >T + S, define the
dilemma: regardless of what the other player does, each player benefits more from defecting — yet
mutual defection yields a worse outcome than mutual cooperation. In the iterated version, the
shadow of the future transforms these incentives: when players anticipate continued interaction, the
temptation of short-term defection is weighed against the long-term cost of provoking retaliation and
losing the mutual gains of cooperation.

Axelrod's collaborator William Douglas Hamilton, working in evolutionary biology, provided the theoretical
underpinning (Axelrod and Hamilton, 1981). Cooperation in biological systems — and, by extension, in
human social systems — evolves not because it is individually optimal in any single interaction, but
because it generates long-term mutual benefit that outweighs the short-term gains available to defectors.

The shadow of the future, as Axelrod termed it, is what makes cooperation rational. When players
interact repeatedly, and when the probability of future interaction is high, the evolutionary pressure shifts
decisively in favour of cooperative strategies. Defection may win a single round, but in a sustained
interaction it provokes retaliation, destroys trust, and eliminates the possibility of the mutual gains that
cooperation alone makes available.
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Martin Nowak, working at Harvard, formalised five rules for the evolution of cooperation in a landmark
Science article (Nowak, 2006):

1. kin selection,

2. direct reciprocity,

3. indirect reciprocity,

4. network reciprocity, and...
5. group selection.

These rules specify the conditions under which cooperative strategies can invade 'defection-prone’
populations and sustain themselves over evolutionary time. They all share a common structure:
cooperation requires conditions, and those conditions are social, institutional, and environmental. Where
those conditions are weakened, defection has a structural advantage.

The implications for political economy are profound, though they are rarely drawn out in the literature on
wealth and inequality. The conditions for cooperation to emerge and persist are:

a) a shadow of the future long enough to make retaliation credible,
b) sufficient recognition of the other player's identity to enable memory of past interactions, and

c) enough overlap in interests to make mutual gain possible, then any behaviour that systematically
erodes these conditions is, in game-theoretic terms, a move towards defection.

The billionaires who deploy legal resources to dismantle regulatory frameworks, who use wealth to
insulate themselves from the consequences of defection, and who exploit asymmetries of information and
power to secure unilateral advantage are playing exactly this kind of move. The shadow of the future
grows short when one possesses sufficient resources to insulate oneself from retaliation. The
recognition of the other dissolves when wealth permits the construction of gated worlds. The overlap of
interests narrows when one's consumption of resources has no meaningful upper bound.

Axelrod's findings also illuminate why certain cooperative strategies are evolutionarily stable. A strategy
is evolutionarily stable if a population adopting it cannot be invaded by a mutant strategy. Tit-for-Tat is
not evolutionarily stable in all environments, but it is robust under a wide range of conditions — more
robust, crucially, than unconditional defection.

Unconditional defection, while it may prosper briefly in a population of cooperators (by extracting surplus
from naive cooperation), is catastrophically vulnerable once retaliation begins. In a world in which the
cooperative infrastructure is itself the product of centuries of institutional development, the defector who
consumes that infrastructure for private gain is, over the long run, eating the seed corn.
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The Foundations of Fairness

The game-theoretic account of cooperation is complemented and deepened by research in evolutionary
psychology and the cognitive science of altruism. Ernst Fehr and Urs Fischbacher, working at the
University of Ziirich, demonstrated in a landmark series of experiments that human cooperation is not
merely a product of cultural learning but rests upon psychological mechanisms that are, in important
respects, innate (Fehr and Fischbacher, 2003).

Humans have a capacity for 'strong reciprocity’ — the willingness to cooperate with others and to
punish norm violators, even at personal cost. This is a puzzle for standard economic models, which
assume that rational self-interest motivates all behaviour. Strong reciprocity cannot be explained by self-
interested calculation; it is, as Fehr and Fischbacher argue, a genuine moral sentiment with deep
evolutionary roots.

The existence of strong reciprocity has significant implications for the politics of inequality. If humans
possess an evolved psychology that includes sensitive detection of free-riding, strategic exploitation, and
unfair advantage-taking, then extreme wealth accumulation that is perceived (correctly) as the product of
such exploitation will generate not merely moral disapproval but active counter-cooperative behaviour.
The hillionaire who is widely perceived as having acquired wealth through regulatory capture, exploitation
of labour, and extraction of public value is not simply the object of envy. They are, in the language of
evolutionary psychology, a target of the punish-the-cheater module that humans have evolved over
millennia of cooperative living.

Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis, in their important work A Cooperative Species (2011), extended this
analysis to show that the evolution of human cooperation required not just psychological mechanisms for
fairness but also institutional frameworks that could enforce cooperative norms at scale.

Human cooperation is unique in its capacity for 'parochial altruism' — the ability to cooperate within
groups while competing between them — and in its development of cultural norms that sustain
cooperation beyond kin-based networks. But this capacity is contingent upon institutional environments
that reinforce rather than undermine the psychological dispositions toward fairness. When institutions
are captured by wealthy actors who use them to sanction defection while punishing cooperation, the
psychological infrastructure of fairness is frustrated, and the cooperative dispositions it underpins
become sources of resentment rather than social cohesion.
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Brian Skyrms, in The Stag Hunt and the Evolution of Social Structure (2004), offers a complementary
formal framework. The stag hunt — a game in which two players must both choose cooperation (hunt the
stag) to succeed, but where either can secure a smaller payoff (hunt the hare) unilaterally — captures
something that the Prisoner’s Dilemma obscures.

The risk in the stag hunt is not primarily that of being exploited by a defector, but that of being left behind
by others who have abandoned the cooperative venture. In contemporary terms, extreme wealth
inequality creates precisely this situation: the wealthy, by exiting the shared institutional infrastructure
that sustains public goods, force the less wealthy into a sub-optimal equilibrium in which the stag hunt is
abandoned in favour of the hare. The billionaire who sends children to private schools, lives in gated
communities, uses private healthcare, and funds private security is, in game-theoretic terms, choosing
the hare while simultaneously lobbying to make stag-hunting impossible for everyone else.

The Capability Approach

Philosophical accounts of distributive justice begin, at least in the contemporary liberal tradition, with
John Rawls and his theory of justice as fairness (Rawls, 1971). Rawls's central argument proceeds from a
hypothetical initial situation — the 'original position’, behind a 'veil of ignorance' in which no one knows
their place in society, their talents, or their conception of the good — to derive principles of justice that
rational agents would choose.

1. The first principle holds that each person has an equal claim to the most extensive basic liberties
compatible with similar liberties for all.

2. The second principle holds that social and economic inequalities are permissible only if they are (a)
to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged (the difference principle) and (b) attached to
positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity.

Rawls's framework does not, strictly speaking, prohibit extreme wealth. The difference principle permits
inequalities that benefit the least advantaged, and it is conceivable (though Rawls himself was deeply
sceptical) that a society with very high upper bounds on wealth might nonetheless be one in which the
least advantaged are better off than in any alternative arrangement. But the institutional requirements for
such a situation are formidable. The inequalities would need to be attached to positions genuinely open to
all, and they would need to generate genuine benefits for those at the bottom, not merely trickle-down
promises. As a matter of empirical observation, the historical record of supply-side economics provides
little comfort for this possibility.
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Ingrid Robeyns, working in the capability approach tradition initiated by Amartya Sen and developed by
Martha Nussbaum (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2000), offers a more direct critique of extreme wealth. In a
seminal article published in 2017, Robeyns asks a deceptively simple question: what, if anything, is wrong
with extreme wealth? Her answer proceeds on three grounds (Robeyns, 2017). Extreme wealth, beyond a
threshold at which it enables a flourishing life, constitutes a direct opportunity for the distortion of
democratic processes. Wealthy individuals and corporations can deploy resources to influence political
outcomes — through lobbying, campaign finance, revolving doors between industry and regulatory
bodies, and the ownership or control of media institutions — in ways that fundamentally compromise the
equality of political participation that democratic theory requires. Extreme wealth also crowds out public
goods. Resources deployed in private accumulation are resources removed from the cooperative pool that
sustains public infrastructure, public education, public health, and the environmental commons upon
which all life depends. Perhaps most fundamentally, extreme wealth violates what Robeyns calls the
principle of reciprocal obligation: those who benefit disproportionately from a cooperative system bear
a proportional obligation to sustain that system.

The billionaire who extracts value from a cooperative framework while systematically minimising
contribution to it is not merely acting unfairly. They are, in a philosophically precise sense, free-
riding on the cooperative arrangements that made their wealth possible.

This last point deserves particular emphasis because it connects directly to the game-theoretic analysis
offered in the preceding sections. In Axelrod's framework, cooperation persists when the shadow of the
future is long enough to make defection irrational. But what happens when one actor becomes
powerful enough to believe, plausibly, that the shadow of the future does not apply to them? This is
precisely the situation of the hillionaire who can relocate, who can influence the legal frameworks that
govern their activities, who can absorb regulatory penalties as a cost of business, and who can construct
institutional environments in which retaliation is impossible.

The game-theoretic insight is that this actor is not, in fact, escaping the logic of cooperation. They are
behaving as though they have, and by behaving as though they have, they are making defection the
dominant strategy for others. The result is not individual gain at no cost to others, but a systemic collapse
of the cooperative equilibrium that benefits everyone, including, ultimately, the defector.

The Political Economy of Extreme Wealth

The philosophical critique of extreme wealth is substantially reinforced by the economic analysis of capital
accumulation. Thomas Piketty's Capital in the Twenty-First Century (2014) demonstrated, with formidable
empirical depth, that the fundamental dynamic of capitalist economies tends toward increasing inequality
unless counteracted by deliberate institutional intervention.
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The central mechanism is simple and devastating: when the rate of return on capital (r) exceeds the rate
of economic growth (g), as it does systematically during periods of low growth, wealth concentrates.
Those who possess capital receive returns that compound faster than the economy as a whole grows, and
the gap between the wealthy and everyone else widens regardless of any differences in talent, effort, or
virtue. Piketty's key inequality, r > g, is not a moral claim. It is an observation about mathematical
dynamics that carries profound moral implications.

Branko Milanovic, in Capitalism, Alone (2019), extends this analysis by identifying two distinct varieties of
capitalism that have emerged in the contemporary world: 'liberal’ capitalism, characterised by significant
redistribution, strong institutions, and relative equality of opportunity; and "political’ capitalism,
characterised by the capture of political institutions by economic elites and the systematic use of state
power to protect and advance private wealth.

Milanovic's taxonomy is directly relevant to the argument of this paper. In liberal capitalism, the feedback
mechanisms that Axelrod identified — the shadow of the future, the possibility of retaliation, the norms of
reciprocity — are sustained by institutional frameworks that prevent any single actor from accumulating
sufficient power to escape the consequences of defection. In political capitalism, these mechanisms break
down as wealth captures the institutions designed to restrain it. Bo Rothstein, writing on the role of the
state as a mechanism of social change (Rothstein, 2011), emphasises that the quality of institutions —
particularly the impartiality and effectiveness of public administration — is the decisive factor in
determining whether capitalist economies generate broadly shared prosperity or concentrated plutocracy.
When institutions are captured by wealthy actors, the feedback mechanisms that would ordinarily correct
for inequality are disabled. The defector becomes, in effect, the institutional designer.

Robert Frank, in Success and Luck: Good Fortune and the Myth of Meritocracy (2016), adds a crucial
element to this analysis by demonstrating the extent to which individual success is the product of
contingent factors — inherited traits, historical circumstances, sheer luck — that have no necessary
connection to virtue or desert. The hillionaire who believes their wealth is the deserved reward for
exceptional talent and effort is, Frank argues, systematically ignoring the role of luck in their trajectory.
This is not a counsel of despair but a call for epistemic humility: if success is substantially the product of
factors beyond individual control, then the institutions that channel and distribute the benefits of
cooperation must reflect this reality. Extreme wealth that claims to be meritocratically justified while
resting on a foundation of luck is not merely unfair. It s, in a precise sense, a misappropriation of
cooperative surplus.

The political economy of extreme wealth, then, is not simply a story of individual greed. It is a story of
institutional dynamics that, left unchecked, concentrate power and undermine the conditions for the
cooperative equilibrium that generates prosperity in the first place. The billionaire class is not an
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externality of the capitalist system, a regrettable but incidental by-product of wealth creation. In the
political capitalism that Milanovic identifies, it is the system.

When r > g Was Interrupted

The argument advanced in the preceding section might appear to imply that extreme wealth
concentration is an inevitable, perhaps even natural, feature of capitalist economies — that Piketty'sr > g
is a law of nature as irresistible as gravity. The historical record suggests otherwise.

The tendency toward concentration is real, but it is neither inevitable nor irreversible. It is a tendency that
manifests under specific institutional conditions, and those conditions have repeatedly been altered by
deliberate political choices in ways that interrupt the tendency and produce broadly shared prosperity.
The evidence matters because it demonstrates that the game-theoretic and philosophical critique
developed in this paper is not merely an abstract exercise. It is an argument for the possibility of change.

The post-war settlement established by the Bretton Woods conference of 1944 represents the most
dramatic and instructive interruption of the r > g dynamic in recorded capitalist history. The institutional
architecture put in place by the United States and its allies — the International Monetary Fund, the World
Bank, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, and the wider framework of managed capitalism that
followed — created conditions in which growth was high, wages rose alongside productivity, and
inequality declined sharply across the developed world.

In the United States, the top marginal income tax rate reached 94% in 1944 and remained above 90%
throughout the 1950s. In the United Kingdom, top rates stayed above 90% until 1988. The share of
national income going to the top one percent in the United States, which had reached a peak of over 23%
on the eve of the Great Depression, fell to under 10% by the mid-1950s and remained in single figures
through most of the 1960s and 1970s. This was not stagnation. The post-war decades — often called the
'Golden Age' of capitalism — saw the highest rates of economic growth in any comparable period of
capitalist history, alongside the lowest levels of inequality in the industrialised world.

The Nordic countries offer a more sustained and coherent illustration. Sweden, Norway, and Denmark
have, over the past century, constructed institutional frameworks characterised by strong trade unions,
comprehensive social security systems, high-quality public services, and progressive taxation regimes
that keep inequality markedly below the OECD average. The results are striking across every relevant
metric: life expectancy, educational attainment, social mobility, health outcomes, civic participation, and
reported wellbeing.
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These are not societies that sacrificed growth for equality. Norway's sovereign wealth fund (built on oil
revenues that belong, by law, to the entire nation) is now one of the largest in the world. Denmark's
economy is consistently rated among the most innovative in the world. Sweden has produced globally
competitive companies — Volvo, Ericsson, Spotify, IKEA — within an institutional framework that would
be unrecognisable to supply-side economists and yet generates prosperity in abundance. Bo Rothstein's
work, cited above, is directly relevant here: the Nordic countries demonstrate that the quality of
institutions (particularly the impartiality and effectiveness of public administration) is the variable that
determines whether capitalism produces broadly shared prosperity or concentrated plutocracy. The
Nordic institutional model is not a compromise between good governance and market efficiency. It is,
when properly understood, the condition under which market cooperation generates the greatest long-
term returns for all participants.

The historical record also illuminates, by contrast, what happens when the institutional safeguards
against inequality are deliberately dismantled. The policy shifts associated with Margaret Thatcher in the
United Kingdom (1979), Ronald Reagan in the United States (1981), and the wider Washington Consensus
that followed the end of the Cold War were not natural experiments in economic management. They were
deliberate political choices to dismantle redistributive mechanisms, reduce the bargaining power of trade
unions, lower top marginal tax rates sharply, and deregulate financial markets.

The results track precisely as the game-theoretic and economic analysis predicts: a sharp rise in
inequality, a stagnation or decline in real wages for the majority, a dramatic increase in the share of
wealth going to the top one percent, and (not coincidentally) a progressive weakening of the institutional
safeguards that sustain cooperative equilibrium. The return on capital rose steadily while the return on
labour stagnated. The r > g dynamic, suppressed for thirty years by deliberate institutional intervention,
reasserted itself as those interventions were withdrawn.

Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson, in Why Nations Fail (2012), offer a valuable analytical framework
for understanding these divergent trajectories. Their central distinction — between ‘inclusive'
institutions that distribute power broadly and create broad-based incentives for innovation and
investment, and 'extractive’ institutions that concentrate power and resources in the hands of a narrow
elite — maps productively onto the distinction between the political economy of cooperation and the
political economy of defection.

When extractive institutions predominate, the elite that controls them has every incentive to maintain
them, because they serve its interests — even if they are catastrophic for the majority and, over the long
run, self-defeating for the system as a whole. This is precisely the game-theoretic dynamic described in
the earlier sections: the defector who becomes powerful enough to design the institutions that govern the
game.
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However, the Acemoglu-Robinson framework requires supplementing with the Piketty and Milanovic
analysis in one crucial respect. Acemoglu and Robinson tend to treat institutions as the fundamental
variable — as though the path toward extractive or inclusive institutions were primarily a matter of
political conflict over institutional design. Piketty and Milanovic, by contrast, identify the structural
dynamics within capitalism itself (the r > g tendency, the emergence of political capitalism) that
systematically drive institutions toward extractive configurations unless actively counteracted. The two
frameworks are complementary: Acemoglu and Robinson explain how institutional capture happens, while
Piketty and Milanovic explain why it is structurally endogenous to capitalist development in the absence
of countervailing intervention.

The historical evidence, taken as a whole, points to a conclusion that is both empirically grounded and
politically urgent: the r > g dynamic is not a law of nature. It is a tendency that has been interrupted
before, by deliberate institutional choices, and that can be interrupted again. The game-theoretic
analysis developed in this paper provides not merely a logical critique of extreme wealth accumulation but
a logical argument for the institutional redesign that the historical record demonstrates is possible. The
cooperative equilibrium is not a naive aspiration. It is a demonstrated reality — achieved, sustained, and
then abandoned through political choices that can, in principle, be reversed.

The Elon Musk Problem

Elon Musk has, in the years since the founding of SpaceX (2002), the acquisition of Twitter (2022,
subsequently renamed X), and the expansion of Tesla from a niche electric vehicle manufacturer to the
world's most valuable automobile company, become the paradigmatic instance of extreme plutocracy in
the contemporary world.

He is, in the game-theoretic sense that this paper develops, an instructive case study — not because he is
uniquely villainous, but because his behaviour is so clearly and extensively documented that it serves as
an ideal type for the defective strategy that the analysis predicts.

Consider the behaviour of Musk and the companies he controls through the lens of the iterated Prisoner's
Dilemma. In Axelrod's framework, a defective strategy is one that defects first, that does not forgive, and

that has a short shadow of the future. Musk's companies have, repeatedly and systematically, engaged in
first defection: the violation of agreements, the retraction of offers, the use of legal resources to exhaust

opponents, and the deployment of wealth to silence criticism.

The Twitter/X acquisition is the most extensively documented instance. In April 2022, Musk moved to
acquire the platform for $44 billion, then immediately sought to renegotiate downward. When Twitter's
board refused, Musk escalated his legal challenge, deploying a team of lawyers to exhaust the company's

Written by Bea Groves-McDaniel, 16/06/26. This is Page 11 of 29



[Users/bea/Downloads/Corrosive Capital v3-160626.0dt

defences — only to reverse course entirely and close the acquisition at the original price six weeks later.
The pattern of first threatening legal action, then weaponising that threat to extract concessions, and
finally abandoning the threat when it failed to deliver is a paradigm instance of strategic defection: the
threat itself is deployed as a defection from the cooperative norm of good-faith negotiation.

Once in control, Musk dismissed approximately 80 per cent of the workforce, reducing Twitter's staff from
roughly 7,500 to under 1,500 in a matter of weeks. The financial logic was straightforward: eliminating
salaries and operational costs at a lossmaking company delivers immediate balance-sheet improvement.
The individual costs (to the thousands of suddenly unemployed workers, to the advertisers who depended
on a functioning moderation infrastructure, and to the users who experienced a platform degraded by the
removal of essential services) were externalised entirely onto others. This is defection in its texthook
form: private gains and socialised costs.

The regulatory record is equally instructive. The 2018 settlement with the Securities and Exchange
Commission, which required Musk to step down as Tesla chairman and his tweets about the company to
be pre-approved by legal counsel, arose precisely from Musk's pattern of using Twitter to manipulate
markets — a first defection from the cooperative norm of transparent investor communication that
securities law is designed to enforce. Musk's subsequent behaviour, including continued unchecked use of
the platform to make material statements about his companies, demonstrated that regulatory penalties
were, for him, merely a cost of doing business rather than a deterrent.

The retaliation that Musk has faced — advertiser withdrawal (led by a coalition of major brands including
Unilever, Verizon, and Audi, coordinated through the Global Alliance for Responsible Media), regulatory
scrutiny from the EU's Digital Services Act; the exodus of content moderators; and the resulting surge in
hate speech on the platform — is precisely what Axelrod's model predicts for sustained defection.

The question is whether the shadow of the future is long enough to make cooperation the rational choice.
The evidence suggests not. The concentration of wealth sufficient to absorb the costs of retaliation,
combined with the capacity to reshape the institutional environment through political influence, means
that for actors at the extreme of wealth, the shadow of the future grows short. They can defect with
impunity, or with something close to impunity, because the mechanisms that would ordinarily enforce
cooperation (legal accountability, reputational consequences, and democratic accountability) are
systematically weakened at the top of the wealth distribution.

What is particularly striking about the Musk case, from a game-theoretic perspective, is the extent to
which his defection is counterproductive in terms of the very goals he purports to pursue. SpaceX was,
for a period, a genuinely cooperative enterprise: it recruited talented engineers, it sustained a culture of
collective achievement, it delivered outcomes (the Falcon landings and the Starlink constellation) that
were remarkable by any standard. But the company was embedded in an institutional environment —
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NASA contracts worth billions in guaranteed launch procurement, Department of Defence military
satellite launch agreements, educated workforces produced by publicly funded universities, a legal
framework that enforced intellectual property agreements, and launch facilities built and maintained by
public investment. These were facilities that Musk did not create and could not recreate. His wealth
depended, in other words, on a cooperative infrastructure that he did not build and that his defection
progressively erodes. The pattern is not unique to Musk. It is the structural logic of extreme wealth
accumulation in a political capitalist environment.

The 'Musk problem’, then, is not primarily a problem of personality or psychology. It is a problem of
strategy. A player in an iterated Prisoner's Dilemma who consistently defects, who refuses to cooperate
even when cooperation would generate mutual gains, and who uses accumulated resources to escape the
consequences of defection may prosper in the short term. But in the long term, and particularly in a game
in which the cooperative infrastructure that makes all gains possible is itself the stakes, this strategy is
self-defeating.

The billionaire who dismantles the regulatory framework that constrains their behaviour, who captures
the political institutions that should hold them accountable, and who degrades the public goods
(education, infrastructure, and environmental stability) that sustain the workforce upon which their
enterprises depend are not winning the game. They are, in a very precise sense, losing it; just slowly and
in a way that is initially very profitable.

Robeyns's framework illuminates this dynamic from a philosophical direction. Musk's wealth, by any
defensible standard, exceeds the threshold at which it enables a flourishing life or a meaningful
contribution to social welfare. Beyond this threshold, additional wealth is not a reward for effort or a
signal of achievement. It is a capacity for the distortion of democratic processes and the crowding out of
public goods. The billions that Musk has directed toward Twitter/X, Starlink, and the pursuit of
interplanetary colonisation represent a pattern of resource deployment that reflects not social
contribution but competitive dominance. The fact that these choices are presented as visionary rather
than destructive does not alter their logical structure: they are the choices of a defector who has acquired
sufficient power to redefine the rules of the game.
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Platform Capital and the New Defection

Musk's significance as an ideal type extends beyond the classical pattern of industrial wealth extraction.
He represents something qualitatively new: the platform billionaire who controls not merely capital but
the communications infrastructure through which a substantial portion of public discourse is conducted.
This is a form of power that has no historical precedent in quite this combination — and it represents a
distinct and more dangerous modality of the defective strategy identified in the preceding analysis.

To understand what is new about platform capital, it is necessary to appreciate how fundamentally
different the economics of platforms are from the economics of traditional firms. In a conventional market,
competition is structurally possible: other firms can enter the market, improve on existing products, and
compete for customers. In a winner-take-all network market, by contrast, the logic is radically different.
The value of a platform to any individual user depends on how many other users are on the platform.
Network effects create self-reinforcing dominance: the more people use a platform, the more valuable it
becomes, and the more difficult it becomes for any competing platform to attract users. This is not a
temporary monopoly achieved through superior products — it is a structural feature of the technology
itself. Once a platform achieves dominance in a network market, competition becomes, in any meaningful
sense, structurally impossible. The defector who wins this game does not merely extract value from an
existing cooperative arrangement; they become the arrangement.

Musk's acquisition and reconstruction of Twitter/X is the paradigm instance of this dynamic. Twitter was
not merely a company whose value derived from its profit-and-loss statement. It was a communications
infrastructure — a shared resource for public discourse that had, over the course of fifteen years,
become embedded in the political, journalistic, and civic life of dozens of countries. Musk's purchase of
this infrastructure, and his subsequent reconstruction of it according to his private preferences,
represents something that no previous form of wealth accumulation could achieve: the private acquisition
of a public good and its conversion into a vehicle for competitive dominance. The approximately 550
million active users of the platform, who had contributed their attention, their content, and their social
connections without compensation to a platform that had grown to enormous value on the basis of their
unremunerated participation, were not consulted. They were not compensated. They were, in the most
literal sense, the cooperative infrastructure that was appropriated.

Shoshana Zuboff, in The Age of Surveillance Capitalism (2019), provides the theoretical framework for
understanding what is happening at the data layer of this appropriation. The value of platform capital
derives not primarily from advertising revenue in the conventional sense, but from the extraction of
behavioural data — information about users' attention, preferences, social connections, emotional
responses, and political orientations. This is harvested as an incidental byproduct of platform use and
monetised through targeted advertising and other instruments. This is a form of defection that does not
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even present itself as a transaction: the user does not agree to sell their data, does not receive a price for
it, and has no knowledge of the extent to which it is being extracted and used. The cooperative activity of
using a social platform generates, as an unintended side effect, an enormous surplus of value that is

unilaterally captured by the platform owner. This is not exchange. It is, in game-theoretic terms, the most
elementary form of defection: taking without giving, in an interaction that was structured as cooperation.

But the novel dimensions of platform capital extend still further. Musk's X does not merely host political
discourse; its algorithmic amplification system actively shapes it. The algorithm that determines which
posts are seen, which are amplified, and which are suppressed constitutes a form of private regulatory
power — the power to determine what counts as visible, contested, and consequential in public life —
exercised without democratic accountability, without transparent standards, and without any mechanism
by which those affected can contest or exit the decision.

Historical precedents for private power over public discourse — the ownership of newspapers, the control
of broadcast frequencies — were constrained by the fact that multiple competing owners existed, that
the infrastructure in question required public licensing, and that the regulatory frameworks governing
them were, in liberal democracies, at least nominally subject to democratic oversight. Platform capital, at
the extreme of concentration represented by Musk's X, is different in kind: it is the ownership of the
primary channel through which democratic deliberation occurs, controlled by a single individual
with no meaningful accountability to any public or regulatory body.

Starlink represents the most alarming instance of this new modality of defection. The satellite
constellation, which provides internet connectivity to areas beyond the reach of terrestrial infrastructure,
is not merely a commercial enterprise. It is a private communications infrastructure of geopolitical
scope — one that has already been deployed in active conflict zones, including Ukraine, where it has
provided critical connectivity to both military and civilian users.

In September 2022, it emerged that Musk had quietly restricted Starlink connectivity near Crimea to
prevent Ukrainian forces from using it in their offensive operations against Russian positions, and had
then used this restriction as a bargaining chip in negotiations with the Ukrainian government over the
continued provision of Starlink services. The incident, confirmed by reporting in The New York Times, and
by subsequent disclosures in Walter Isaacson's biography of Musk, represents something without
historical precedent in the private sector: an individual businessman controlling a communications
infrastructure of strategic military significance and deploying that control as a tool of personal diplomacy
in an active war.

This is defection from the cooperative framework of international order itself. The international system,
whatever its failures and inequities, is a cooperative arrangement — imperfect, coercive in many respects,
and heavily skewed toward the interests of powerful states, but nonetheless a framework within which
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the use of certain categories of infrastructure for certain purposes is governed by norms, treaties, and
expectations. Musk's use of Starlink as a personal bargaining chip in international diplomacy (restricting
access to military users in an active conflict, then offering restoration as a concession in negotiations over
the political terms of Ukraine's relationship with SpaceX) represents a form of private defection from the
institutional infrastructure of international order that has simply no historical precedent.

It is as though a private individual in the nineteenth century had owned the Transatlantic Telegraph Cable
and used its interruption as leverage in diplomatic negotiations between Britain and the United States.

The game-theoretic implications are stark. In the iterated Prisoner's Dilemma of international order, the
shadow of the future is long: states interact repeatedly across generations, and the costs of defection
from international cooperative norms are real. But when a private actor possesses sufficient
infrastructure to influence the outcomes of international conflict, and when that actor is willing to use it
as a bargaining chip in personal negotiations, the shadow of the future shortens in precisely the same
way as it does for the billionaire in the domestic context. The defector who can absorb the costs of
retaliation or who can use the infrastructure they control to extract concessions that offset those costs
will defect — and the cooperative equilibrium of international order will erode accordingly.

Systemic Collapse

The argument of the preceding sections converges on a conclusion that is both logically rigorous and
empirically troubling: extreme wealth accumulation, of the kind that the Musk paradigm represents,
is not merely unjust. It is, over the long run, self-defeating in the most literal strategic sense. The
cooperative infrastructure — the laws, institutions, educated populations, stable societies, and
environmental commons — that makes wealth creation possible is itself the product of cooperative
behaviour sustained across generations. When wealthy actors systematically defect from this cooperative
framework, they are not simply taking more than their share. They are degrading the system that
generates value for everyone.

This is the fundamental contradiction of extreme plutocracy, and it is a contradiction that the game-
theoretic framework is uniquely well-equipped to illuminate. In the iterated Prisoner's Dilemma,
cooperation persists not because cooperators are naive, but because the shadow of the future
makes defection strategically inferior in the long run. The conditions that sustain this shadow are
precisely the institutional and social conditions that extreme wealth erodes: the rule of law, democratic
accountability, a robust public sphere, and the effective taxation systems that prevent the unlimited
accumulation of private power. When these conditions are weakened (when the billionaire class uses its
resources to capture the institutions that should regulate it) the shadow of the future shortens. The game
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approaches its terminal state: universal defection, the collapse of the cooperative surplus, and the
pauperisation of everyone, including the defector.

The environmental dimension of this dynamic is particularly stark. The cooperative infrastructure that
extreme wealth degrades includes not only human institutions but also the biophysical systems upon
which all human flourishing depends. The burning of fossil fuels, the exploitation of mineral resources, the
degradation of ecosystems — these are, in game-theoretic terms, collective action problems of the first
order, requiring the kind of sustained cooperative engagement that extreme wealth hoarding actively
undermines. The billionaire who lobbied against climate regulation, who deployed resources to discredit
climate science, and who used the resulting political paralysis to expand fossil fuel infrastructure is not
merely a defector in the game of economic cooperation. They are, in a very direct sense, a defector in
the game of human survival.

Ethical Foundations for Limits on Wealth Accumulation

The argument of this paper has proceeded from game theory through evolutionary psychology and
philosophy to political economy and history, and it has arrived at a conclusion that is both intellectually
coherent and practically urgent. The case for limiting extreme wealth accumulation is not, at its
foundation, a demand for equality for its own sake, nor is it a complaint against success or ambition. Itis
a logical argument about strategy, a psychological argument about human nature, a philosophical
argument about justice, an economic argument about sustainability, and a historical argument
about institutional choice.

The logical argument, drawn from Axelrod and his successors, holds that cooperation is the strategy
that generates the greatest long-term gains in conditions of repeated interaction. Defection —
hoarding resources, avoiding cooperative contribution, exploiting regulatory asymmetries — may generate
short-term advantages for the defector, but it progressively erodes the cooperative infrastructure upon
which all long-term gains depend. In the limit case of extreme wealth, the defector acquires sufficient
power to escape the immediate consequences of defection, but the erosion of the cooperative
infrastructure continues regardless, eventually destroying the conditions for the defector's own
prosperity.

The psychological argument, drawn from Fehr, Fischbacher, Bowles, and Gintis, holds that humans
possess evolved capacities for fairness and strong reciprocity that are not merely cultural overlays
but fundamental features of human social cognition. These capacities generate robust intuitions about
legitimate and illegitimate distribution, intuitions that extreme wealth concentration directly violates. The
widespread perception that extreme wealth is illegitimate is not the product of envy or ideological
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prejudice. It is the expression of a cognitive architecture that has been shaped by millions of years of
cooperative evolution and that is finely tuned to detect and punish free-riding.

The philosophical argument, drawn from Rawls, Robeyns, Sen, and Nussbaum, holds that extreme
wealth violates the principle of reciprocal obligation that underwrites the legitimacy of any
cooperative arrangement. Those who benefit disproportionately from a cooperative system bear a
proportional obligation to sustain it. Beyond a threshold that enables genuine human flourishing,
additional wealth deployed for competitive dominance or positional advantage is not merely wasteful. It is
a violation of the implicit contract upon which all cooperative societies rest. The capability approach, in
particular, provides a principled basis for identifying this threshold: wealth accumulation is legitimate only
up to the point at which it enables individuals to exercise the capabilities that constitute a flourishing
human life.

The economic argument, drawn from Piketty, Milanovic, and Frank, holds that extreme wealth
accumulation is not a natural or inevitable feature of capitalist economies but a product of specific
institutional choices — choices that can, in principle, be reversed. The r > g dynamic is not an iron
law of nature. It is a tendency that manifests when institutional safeguards against inequality are
weakened or removed, and it can be counteracted when political will exists to rebuild those safeguards.

The historical argument, drawn from the post-war settlement, the Nordic model, and the counter-
examples of Thacherism and Reaganomics, holds that the cooperative equilibrium has been achieved
before and has been abandoned by deliberate political choice. The institutional interventions that
interrupt the r > g dynamic — progressive taxation, trade union rights, public investment in collective
goods, regulation of finance — are not utopian fantasies. They are demonstrated realities with strong
empirical backing. The argument is not for something unprecedented. It is for the reconstruction of
something that once existed and was deliberately dismantled.

What, then, are the ethical foundations for limits on wealth accumulation? First, there is the foundational
logic of cooperation: limits on wealth accumulation are justified because extreme wealth corrodes the
cooperative infrastructure upon which all prosperity depends, and this is as true for the billionaire as for
anyone else. Second, there is the principle of reciprocal obligation: limits are justified because those
who benefit disproportionately from a cooperative system bear a duty to sustain it, and this duty cannot
be discharged by philanthropy alone. Third, there is the capability threshold: limits are justified because
extreme wealth, by any defensible account of human flourishing, is not necessary for the good life, and
the resources it consumes are resources denied to the cooperative pool that sustains human capabilities
at the population level. Fourth, there is the historical record: limits are justified because the institutional
mechanisms for enforcing them have already been successfully designed, deployed, and then dismantled
— demonstrating that the choice is ours to make.
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These arguments, taken together, also suggest the broad directions that institutional reform must take.
The r > g dynamic can be interrupted by progressive and effectively enforced taxation on wealth,
capital income, and inheritance — not merely the marginal rates of decades past, but innovative
instruments including recurrent wealth taxes, inheritance taxes calibrated to lifetime transfers, and
carbon pricing that internalises environmental externalities. Democratic quality must be restored by
reforms that sever the connection between wealth and political influence: caps on campaign
contributions, robust public financing of political parties, revolving-door restrictions between regulated
industries and regulatory bodies, and media-ownership rules that prevent the acquisition of journalistic
power by economic elites. Institutional quality, as Rothstein emphasises, requires a professional and
impartial civil service insulated from political patronage. And the capability threshold itself requires
public investment in the conditions of human flourishing — health, education, environmental stability,
social security — funded by the cooperative surplus that extreme wealth currently extracts.

None of these arguments, taken alone, is sufficient. The logical argument, without the philosophical
and economic analysis, risks becoming a counsel of strategy that could justify any cooperative
arrangement, including deeply unjust ones. The philosophical argument, without the empirical grounding
in game theory, psychology, and political economy, risks becoming an abstract ideal that has no purchase
on institutional reality. The economic argument, without the normative framework provided by
philosophy, risks becoming a technocratic prescription that lacks moral authority. The historical
argument, without the philosophical grounding that explains why the cooperative equilibrium is desirable,
risks becoming a merely conservative appeal to a past that may not have been as good as its averages
suggest. And the policy directions sketched above, without the ethical foundations that give them
legitimacy, risk becoming instruments of partial interest dressed in the language of the common good.

Itis in the integration of these arguments that the case for limits on wealth accumulation becomes
compelling. The billionaire who accumulates resources beyond any defensible threshold, who deploys
those resources to capture the institutions that should regulate them, and who degrades the cooperative
infrastructure that made their wealth possible, is not simply behaving immorally. They are playing a losing
strategy in the only game that ultimately matters: the iterated Prisoner's Dilemma of human civilisation,
in which cooperation is not a sign of weakness but the condition of survival, and in which the defector
who destroys the cooperative framework does not win. They simply ensure that everyone loses.

The platform dimension adds a further urgency. The emergence of communications infrastructure as a
privately controlled instrument of geopolitical influence (the Starlink precedent, the algorithmic
governance of public discourse, and the surveillance extraction that underlies platform economics)
represents a new and qualitatively more dangerous form of defection from cooperative frameworks that
predate it by centuries. The analysis developed here applies to this new modality with full force, but the
stakes are higher: the cooperative infrastructure under threat is no longer merely the institutional

Written by Bea Groves-McDaniel, 16/06/26. This is Page 19 of 29



[Users/bea/Downloads/Corrosive Capital v3-160626.0dt

framework of democratic capitalism but the informational and infrastructural commons upon which
democratic deliberation itself depends.

The argument of this paper has broadened beyond the Western liberal framework. The traditions explored
in the following section arrive at convergent conclusions — that extreme wealth is both unjust and
unsustainable — from radically different premises, and the convergence is itself evidence that the game-
theoretic framework, far from being a culturally specific instrument of Western liberalism, captures
something fundamental about the structure of cooperative life that different human traditions have
recognised through different conceptual lenses.

The defecting trillionaire is not merely violating the norms of the Western liberal social contract. They are
violating the conditions of human cooperation itself.

Anticipated Objections

The argument of this paper is not without formidable opponents. Three objections, in particular, recur
with sufficient frequency and force that they deserve direct engagement.

The incentive argument holds that extreme wealth is the engine of innovation: the possibility of
extraordinary reward motivates the extraordinary risk-taking and effort that produces benefits for all.
Remove the possibility of hundred-billion-dollar fortunes, the objection runs, and you remove the incentive
to pursue the ventures that transform human capability.

The empirical record, however, is more ambivalent than the argument suggests. The most consequential
innovations of the modern era — the internet, mRNA vaccines, GPS, touch-screen interfaces, the
human genome project — emerged substantially from public funding, cooperative research
environments, and institutional frameworks that had no particular connection to the prospect of
individual billionaire-scale reward. The argument from innovation is, at best, an argument for
intellectual property protections and reward structures, not for unlimited accumulation. At worst, it
confuses the contingent winners of a particular historical lottery with the necessary conditions for human
creativity.

The freedom argument holds that individuals have a right to the fruits of their labour and enterprise and
that taxation beyond that required to fund essential public goods constitutes a form of theft. This paper
does not dispute the moral significance of individual liberty or the right to private economic activity. But
liberty is not reducible to the liberty to accumulate without limit. The liberty to accumulate extreme
wealth in a society that depends upon cooperative infrastructure is, structurally, a liberty that depends
upon and erodes the liberties of others.
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The billionaire who deploys wealth to capture democratic processes is not exercising liberty in any robust
sense; they are, in a precise game-theoretic sense, converting a cooperative good into a private one at
collective expense. The freedom that matters is not the freedom to accumulate power. It is the
freedom that depends upon the cooperative infrastructure that extreme wealth degrades.

The trickle-down argument holds that extreme wealth, however acquired, benefits those at the bottom
through the investments, employment, and demand that it generates. The empirical record of supply-side
economics — from Reagan to Bush to Trump — provides little comfort for this claim.

The OECD data on inequality and social mobility consistently show that societies with lower levels of
extreme wealth concentration have better outcomes for the least advantaged across virtually every
metric: life expectancy, educational attainment, health, social mobility, and civic participation. The
cooperative surplus that extreme wealth extracts is not redistributed; it is accumulated. Accumulation, at
the extreme, is itself a form of defection from the cooperative system that generated it.

Beyond the Liberal Framework

The philosophical traditions engaged in this paper thus far are predominantly Western and liberal in
orientation. The arguments from Rawls, Sen, and Robeyns are grounded in a framework that privileges
individual rights, procedural justice, and the social contract tradition.

This is not a merely formal concession. The convergence of different traditions on the same conclusion is
itself evidence that the problem of extreme wealth is not an artefact of any particular cultural or
ideological framework. It is a structural feature of human cooperative life that different traditions have
understood in different ways.

The Marxist critique

Marxist analysis locates extreme wealth not merely in institutional distortion but in the structural
exploitation inherent in the capital-labour relationship.

In the Marxist framework, the capitalist does not simply accumulate more than their fair share of a
cooperative surplus. They accumulate precisely because the social relations of production direct the
surplus to capital rather than labour. The billionaire class is not a distortion of capitalism; it is the direct
expression of the capital-labour relationship as such. The analysis developed in this paper is, from a
Marxist perspective, far too charitable: it treats extreme wealth as the product of strategic defection by
particular actors rather than as the inevitable output of a system structurally designed to concentrate
surplus in the hands of those who own the means of production.
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This critique is powerful, and the game-theoretic framework must acknowledge its force. The cooperative
surplus that extreme wealth extracts is not distributed through a neutral mechanism; it is distributed
through a system of property relations, employment contracts, and investment decisions that
systematically channel surplus toward capital. The billionaire who accumulates is not simply an
individual defector. They are an expression of a mode of production that creates billionaires as a 'normal’
output.

And yet the game-theoretic framework and the Marxist framework are less incompatible than they might
appear. Marx's analysis of capital accumulation is, among other things, a theory of how cooperative
infrastructure (the labour process, the social factory, the accumulated knowledge and productive capacity
of society) is appropriated for private benefit. The Marxist demand for the socialisation of the means of
production can be understood as a demand for the reconstruction of the cooperative infrastructure that
extreme wealth has captured. And the historical evidence adduced in the preceding section — the post-
war settlement, the Nordic model — demonstrates that even within a capitalist framework, ther>g
dynamic can be interrupted by institutional interventions that channel more of the cooperative surplus to
labour and public investment.

The Marxist and the liberal are not, in this light, speaking entirely different languages. They are analysing
the same pathology from different vantage points, and their policy conclusions — for stronger unions, for
public investment, for redistribution — overlap substantially even where their foundational commitments
diverge.

Ubuntu

The African philosophical tradition of Ubuntu — 'l am because we are’ — offers a fundamentally different
starting point from the liberal individualist framework, one that reaches, through a very different
conceptual path, a strikingly similar critique of extreme wealth accumulation.

Ubuntu, articulated most fully in the work of the South African philosopher Michael Onfray — though it
draws on a much longer tradition expressed in the work of thinkers including Kwame Gyekye, Ifeanyi
Menkiti, and Desmond Tutu — holds that personhood is not an individual achievement but a social
relationship. A person becomes a person through participation in community, through reciprocal
recognition, and through contribution to the wellbeing of others. The individual separated from the
community is not, in Ubuntu thought, a fully realised person. They are something diminished, something
incomplete.

From this perspective, extreme wealth accumulation is not merely unjust. It is a type of social death — a
systematic withdrawal from the reciprocal relationships that constitute personhood and a conversion of
human community into a resource for private extraction. The billionaire who accumulates without limit is
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not, in Ubuntu terms, more fully human than the person who shares. They are, in a philosophically precise
sense, less so: they have chosen the appearance of personhood (wealth, dominance, independence) over
its substance (relationship, reciprocity, contribution).

The Ubuntu critique is particularly striking in its practical implications. The tradition of African customary
land tenure, which holds land as a commons held in trust by the community for present and future
generations, is structurally incompatible with the private appropriation of productive resources that
underwrites extreme wealth accumulation.

The Kenyan smallholder farmer, the Zimbabwean communal farmer, the Ghanaian market trader — all are
embedded in social relationships that make the individual accumulation of hundreds of billions of dollars
not merely improbable but conceptually incoherent. Ubuntu provides a philosophical framework within
which such accumulation is not merely unfortunate but literally unthinkable — a framework that the
liberal tradition, with its emphasis on individual rights and private property, can learn from.

Indigenous traditions and the earth as commons

Indigenous traditions across the world — from the Navajo understanding of land as something one
belongs to rather than something one owns, to the Amazonian concept of the forest as a living subject
with rights and standing, to the Aboriginal Australian relationship to country as a network of obligations
rather than a bundle of property rights — offer a critique of extreme wealth accumulation that is
structurally different from both the liberal and Marxist frameworks, and that addresses a dimension of the
problem that both tend to neglect: the relationship between human economic activity and the non-human
natural world. The dominant economic frameworks (liberal, Marxist, and everything in between) treat the
natural world as capital: as a resource to be used, managed, and optimised for human benefit. This
framework is not unique to capitalism. The Soviet Union exploited natural resources with a thoroughness
that matched or exceeded anything achieved by private capitalism. The assumption that nature is capital
(that the forests, rivers, atmosphere, and biodiversity of the planet are inputs in a production function) is
shared across the political spectrum.

Indigenous traditions, in a great many cases, reject this assumption categorically. The earth is not capital.
It is not a resource. It is a commons — a living system of which humans are a part and to which they bear
obligations that cannot be discharged by monetary payment. The billionaire who burns through the
atmospheric commons by operating a private fleet of jets, who depletes mineral resources at a rate that
future generations will bear the cost of, who degrades ecosystems in the pursuit of profit — this person is
not merely a defector from human cooperative arrangements. They are, in the terms that Indigenous
traditions provide, a violator of obligations to the non-human world that predate and will outlast all
human institutions.
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The game-theoretic framework, in its standard form, does not have resources for the moral status of non-
human nature. But the environmental analysis in the preceding sections points toward precisely this
extension. The cooperative infrastructure that extreme wealth degrades is not only human institutions; it
is the biophysical systems upon which all human (and non-human) life depends. The insight that defection
erodes the cooperative infrastructure upon which the defector themselves depends applies with full force
to the environmental dimension. The trillionaire who degrades the atmospheric commons is eating the
seed corn of their own grandchildren’s future.

Post-colonial critique

The post-colonial tradition, from Frantz Fanon through Amia Srinivasan and the broader field of post-
colonial thought, adds a crucial dimension to the analysis that neither the liberal nor the Marxist
framework can fully capture: the historical specificity of contemporary extreme wealth.

Contemporary extreme wealth is not the product of a neutral market process operating across a level
playing field. It is the product of five centuries of colonial extraction, continued today through the global
economic architecture established by the Bretton Woods institutions, the trade regimes of the WTO, and
the debt structures that bind the global South to the global North.

The average billionaire in 2026 is not merely a successful entrepreneur. They are a participant in an
economic system whose current distribution of wealth reflects, with substantial fidelity, the colonial
mappings of the sixteenth century: the extraction of resources from the global South, the exploitation of
modern enslaved and indentured labour, and the deliberate underdevelopment of colonies to serve
metropolitan interests.

This is not a conspiratorial claim. It is an empirical observation about the historical trajectories that
produced the current global distribution of wealth and poverty.

The billionaire class of the United States and Europe is, in significant part, a product of colonial wealth
extraction that continues today through trade regimes, intellectual property rules, and financial structures
that systematically advantage the already-wealthy. The billionaire class of the global South (few as they
are) is often connected, through kinship, investment, and political relationships, to the same extractive
structures.

From the post-colonial perspective, the game-theoretic analysis of defection must acknowledge that the
cooperative framework from which the defector extracts is not a neutral or universal arrangement. It is a
historically specific system that was, in many of its foundational institutions, a system of colonial
domination. The defector who extracts from this framework is not simply violating the terms of a just
cooperative arrangement. They are navigating, and in some cases actively reinforcing, a system
whose injustice predates their own participation in it. This does not excuse the defector. But it
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complicates the analysis in ways that the liberal framework, with its assumption of a pre-existing
cooperative framework to be sustained, cannot fully accommodate.

Ecological economics

The tradition of ecological economics, associated with Herman Daly, Tim Jackson, and the broader
post-growth economics movement, offers a crucial complement to the political economy analysis
developed by Piketty and Milanovic. Where the standard economic frameworks treat growth as an
unqualified good (as the solution to poverty, the generator of prosperity, and the measure of policy
success), ecological economics insists that growth in material throughput has absolute biophysical
limits. The economy is not a self-contained system that can grow without limit within a finite
environment. It is embedded within the biosphere, and the biosphere has boundaries that economic
activity cannot exceed without catastrophic consequences.

Daly's concept of "'uneconomic growth’ (growth that increases throughput faster than it increases
wellbeing) is directly relevant to the question of extreme wealth. When the billionaire class accumulates
wealth that exceeds any defensible threshold of flourishing and deploys it for competitive dominance or
positional advantage, the growth in material throughput that this accumulation represents is not
contributing to wellbeing. It is consuming the biophysical space that a finite planet can provide. The
trillion-dollar fortune is not merely an injustice. It is, in a measurable and quantifiable sense, a
consumption of the ecological commons (the atmospheric capacity, the mineral resources, and the
biodiversity) that belongs to all species and all generations.

The implications are significant. In the iterated Prisoner's Dilemma of human civilisation, the shadow of
the future is not only temporal. It is intergenerational. The players in the game are not only the living.
They include future generations who will inherit the cooperative infrastructure — or its degradation —
that the current generation produces. The defector who degrades the atmospheric commons, who
depletes finite resources, who destabilises the climate system, is not only defecting against their
contemporaries. They are defecting against their grandchildren.
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Convergence

What is most striking about these diverse traditions is not their differences but their convergence on the

core conclusion: extreme wealth accumulation is both unjust and unsustainable.

The liberal tradition reaches this conclusion through the logic of the social contract, the capability
threshold, and the principle of reciprocal obligation.

The Marxist tradition reaches it through the analysis of exploitation, surplus value, and the
structural dynamics of capital accumulation.

Ubuntu reaches it through the concept of personhood as relationship. Indigenous traditions reach
it through the obligations of humans to the non-human world.

Post-colonial critique reaches it through the historical specificity of contemporary wealth and the
global economic architecture of extraction.

And ecological economics reaches it through the biophysical limits of a finite planet.

These are not equivalent positions. The philosophical differences between them are real and

consequential, and a full account would need to engage with the genuine tensions between, for example,

the individual rights framework of liberalism and the communitarian emphasis of Ubuntu, or between the

growth-oriented assumptions of standard economics and the post-growth framework of ecological
economics.

But the convergence on the central conclusion is itself evidence that the game-theoretic framework

developed in the earlier sections of this paper is not merely a culturally specific instrument of Western

liberal analysis. It is a formal structure that captures something fundamental about the underlying

strategic logic of cooperation: that actors who extract disproportionately from a cooperative system, and

who degrade the infrastructure that makes the system possible, are not merely acting unjustly. They are
playing a losing strategy in the only game that ultimately matters.

The traditions differ in what they recommend as a response.

The liberal recommends institutional reform within the framework of the social contract.
The Marxist recommends the socialisation of the means of production.
The Ubuntu thinker recommends the reconstruction of community.

The indigenous tradition recommends a radical reconceptualisation of the human relationship to
the non-human world.
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» The post-colonial theorist recommends the dismantling of the global architecture of extraction.
» The ecological economist recommends a managed transition to a post-growth economy.

These recommendations differ in their scope, their feasibility, and their relationship to existing power
structures. But they share a common recognition that extreme wealth accumulation is not a problem that
can be solved by philanthropy or by marginal reforms at the top of the distribution.

It requires a fundamental reorganisation of the relationship between wealth, power, and the
cooperative infrastructure that sustains human life on earth.
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