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Chapter Three

Collective Solidarity

3.1 GROUPS IN SOCIOLOGY

3.1.1 Groups as analytical units

In the previous chapter I suggested that we cannot understand territorial dynam-
ics of polities without studying their inner workings. This raises an important
question: what are the elementary units in terms of which our theories should be
constructed? The philosophical principle of methodological individualism main-
tains that ultimately sociological theories should be based on the properties of
individuals. I agree with this approach in principle, especially if we stress the
key word ultimately. However, methodological individualism, in my opinion,
must be tempered with two important caveats. First, the idea that individuals are
somehow more “real” than groups does not appear to be tenable. Human individ-
uals cannot exist apart from a group and remain human (as real-life “Mowglis”
attest). Furthermore, human groups are more than simple collections of indi-
viduals. Unlike animal groups, human groups are uniquely able to plan and
purposefully carry out actions (Alexander and G 1978, Melotti 1987).
Second, an attempt to follow the prescription of methodological individualism

in one step does not appear to be a good modeling strategy (Section 1.2.3). Poli-
ties, especially such complex ones as empires, contain multitudes of individuals
differing among themselves in a multitude of ways. Furthermore, an individual
primarily interacts with a small subset of others, rather than directly with ev-
erybody else in the polity. In other words, large human societies consist of a
number of groups, often hierarchically nested within each other. Thus, a much
better modeling strategy would be to break the problem into two (or more) steps.
First, we would like to understand how group dynamics arise from individual
action, and then we can use group properties to model polity dynamics. “There
is a distinctly sociological way of looking at the world. It holds that the key to
understanding social life lies with the analysis of groups, rather than individuals.”
(Hechter 1987:2) An excellent example of such a hierarchical approach that in-
troduces groups as intermediate actors between individuals and social dynamics
is Jack Goldstone’s (1994) analysis of revolutionary action. We also should keep
in mind that eventually it will be necessary to progress to the next level, and
consider how polities interact within world-systems.
There are two characteristics that are particularly responsible for making human

groups not just collections of individuals, but agents in their own right: the
tendency to draw social boundaries and the capacity for group-oriented action
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even if it is individually costly.

Social boundaries.

Humans use many cues to demarcate group membership (Shaw and Wong 1989,
Masters 1998). One of the most important recognition markers is language,
especially dialect, accent, and speech patterns. For example, there is abundant
experimental evidence from several societies that people are more disposed to co-
operate with others who have the same dialect as themselves, even when dialectal
differences are slight (Nettle 1999:57). Phenotypic similarity provides a number
of potential markers: visible resemblance of facial and body form (and even
odor); movement patterns, facial expression, and behavioral stereotypes; clothing
and ornaments; and style and manners (the latter are especially important for
signaling social class). Speech dialect and phenotype provide obvious, instanta-
neous information about group membership. Other categories of markers include
kinship (presumed common descent; can be fictitious), religion (shared beliefs,
norms, and rituals), and territory or proximity of residence (Masters 1998: 456-
457). The last category can also include shared membership in the same polity
(nationalism or ‘regnalism”, see Reynolds 1997).

Capacity for solidaristic behaviors.

A very powerful approach for inferring patterns of collective action from individ-
ual behaviors is the rational choice theory (Coleman 1990). The basic premise
of this theory is that individuals are utility maximizers. The rational choice the-
ory, however, has been unable to solve one very important problem in sociology:
how societies can function without falling apart. An important theory (as formu-
lated, for example, by Thomas Hobbes) maintains that society is based on the
concept of social contract. However, it turns out that if people acted on a purely
rational basis, they would never be able to get together to form society at all
(Collins 1992:9). In fact, this “nonobvious sociological insight” (Collins 1992)
approaches, in my view, the logical status of a theorem. For example, Kraus
(1993) shows how the best developed theories of Hobbesian contractarianism all
founder on the collective action problem, the free-rider predicament (Olson 1965,
for a nontechnical review, see Collins 1992:13-19).
There appears to be only one solution to the puzzle of how societies can hold

together (Collins 1992). Although people pursue their selfish interests most of the
time, they also have feelings of solidarity with at least some other people. Such
precontractual solidarity, in Durkheim’s words, is the basis of societies (Collins
1992). States and armies break apart when people stop thinking of themselves
as members of the group, and think only of their own individual self-interest
(Collins 1992:23).
Thus, the functioning of society can only be understood as a mixture of self-

centered (rational) and group-centered (“extra-rational”) behaviors. In Collins’
(1992:8) view, “the overall structure of society is best understood as a result of
conflicting groups, some of which dominate the others. But conflict and domina-
tion themselves are possible only because groups are integrated at the microlevel.”
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This statement captures very nicely the essence of the approach that I develop
here.

3.1.2 Evolution of solidaristic behaviors

The preceeding argument suggests that in order to understand the functioning of
societies and states, the rational choice theory must be supplemented by norms
that promote group-maintenance behaviors. This observation, coupled with over-
whelming empirical evidence for norms, leads to the question: where do norms
come from? More precisely, we need a theory for how group-promoting norms
could arise in the process of social evolution. Several mechanisms have been
proposed, including reciprocity, punishment, kin-selection, and group selection
(Richerson and Boyd 1998).
Reciprocity as a mechanism for building trust and cooperation in long-continued

interactions was proposed by Trivers (1971). Subsequently, Axelrod and Hamil-
ton (1981) showed that a simple strategy, “tit-for-tat” (cooperate on the first round,
and then do as your partner did last time), provides a cooperative solution in the
repeated prisoner’s dilemma game. Thus, cooperation is possible between two
rational individuals, provided that they interact over a long term. The problem is
that the tit-for-tat strategy does not generalize to large groups, because it is very
difficult to get reciprocity to increase when rare in a large group dominated by
unconditional defection (Boyd and Rucherson 1988).
Punishment has also been proposed as a mechanism to support norms. Axelrod

(1997:44-71) used a series of computer simulation to investigate conditions under
which norms can evolve and be stable. One possibility that he investigated is the
employment of metanorms, or willingness to punish someone who did not en-
force a norm. Axelrod found that a norm could become stabilized by a metanorm.
However, this result was dependent on the population starting with a sufficiently
high number of norm-enforcers. If there were too few “avengers” to start with,
then both the norm and the metanorm collapsed. A similar model was devel-
oped by Boyd and Richerson (1992). The results of this investigation showed
that a division of labor can arise, with few, or even one, punisher preventing a
large number of reluctant cooperators from defecting. However, there are some
problems (Richerson and Boyd 1998). First, the number of group members that
can be coerced by leaders is limited. Second, what is lacking in the punishment
system is a mechanism to regulate individual behaviors in the group interest (if
a leader is capable of coercing the whole group, then he might be motivated to
use the group in his interests). Finally, comparative evidence is not supportive of
the idea that coercion can generate ultrasociality (Richerson and Boyd 1998:79).
Reciprocity and coercion are rational behaviors. But, as was noted above,

norms promoting group-beneficial behaviors cannot arise as a result of a contract
between self-interested individuals. Similarly, it is difficult to imagine how altru-
istic behaviors might arise if evolution acts only at the individual level (all formal
models developed so far indicate that this is impossible). The only known the-
oretical mechanism for evolution of altruism is multi-level selection (Sober and
WIlson 1991), The noncontroversial example of multi-level evolutionary mech-
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anism is kin selection, based on W. D. Hamilton’s concept of inclusive fitness.
A more controversial mechanism is the group selection. Evolutionary biologists
have gone through phases of first uncritically accepting group selection, then re-
pudiating the concept (Sober and WIlson 1991). Currently, there is a cautious but
definite acceptance of groups selection as a legitimate evolutionary mechanism,
given certain conditions (which human groups satisfy, Sober and WIlson 1991).
Unfortunately, many sociologists still think of group selection as a thoroughly
discredited concept (e.g., Sanders 1999).
There seems no doubt that altruism can evolve in small groups by the mecha-

nism of kin or group selection (Richerson and Boyd 1998). Furthermore, kin and
group selection are not logically distinct categories (Sober and WIlson 1991), and
can work synergistically (Jones 2000). Additionally, although altruistic norms
cannot evolve purely by the mechanisms of reciprocity and punishment, these
mechanisms can substantially enhance the likelihood of norms evolving in a group
selection context, by reducing (although not completely eliminating) the free-rider
problem. Another potential feature that could enhance evolution of altruism is
leveling institutions, such as monogamy and food sharing among the non-kin
(Boehm 1997). Bowles (1999) lists yet other altruism-promoting characteristics
of groups: segmentation, conformism, and parochialism.
While evolution of altruism in small groups is widely accepted by social bi-

ologists, and accounts satisfactorily for the small-scale cooperation in nonhuman
primates, certain aspects of human ultrasociality remain puzzling (Richerson and
Boyd 1998). There is some controversy on whether kin and genetic group selec-
tion, even when buttressed by reciprocity, punishment, and leveling institutions,
could account for altruistic behaviors in large groups, where the recipient of al-
truism is not a relative, nor personally known to the altruistic donor. Sober and
Wilson (1991) contend that given the characteristics of human collectives, group
selection is an entirely plausible mechanism. Boyd and Richerson think it is not
enough, and propose their own theory which invokes cultural group selection
(original theory in Boyd and Richerson 1985, recent assessments in Richerson
and Boyd 1998, 2001).
An important preadaptation for cultural group selection is what Boyd and Rich-

erson call the conformist transmission of cultural traits, for example: “when in
Rome, do as Romans do” (for a related concept of rational imitation, see Hed-
ström 1998). Using this strategy can be advantageous, because the group is often
“wiser” than an individual, having longer collective memory and wider range of
experience than any single individual could obtain on his own. The side-effect
of conformity is that it reduces cultural variation within groups, while increasing
variation between groups, a process that strengthens group-level selection com-
pared to individual-level selection. Boyd and Richerson also developed theory for
the cultural evolution of symbolic and ideological markers of group membership
(using models of ‘indirect bias”, see Boyd and Richerson 1985: Chapter 8) and
for the evolution of moralistic punishment (Boyd and Rucherson 1992).
Once symbolically marked adaptation for in-group cooperation stabilized by

moralistic punishment evolved in small groups, such as bands of paleolithic
hunter-gatherers, an important threshold in human evolution was crossed. Sym-
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bolic demarcation allows for large collectives to become designated as cooper-
ating groups. “Success in intergroup competition came to depend on within-
group cooperation; an evolutionary arms race arose. The scale of cooperation-
to-compete might escalate until ecological, rather than evolutionary constraints
bring a halt. Once the barriers imposed by kinship and reciprocity are breached
by cultural group selection, it is not clear what the next natural evolutionary limit
to scale of cooperation is” (Richerson and Boyd 1998:91-92). Thus, evolution
of symbolically demarcated boundaries is an example of the “stairway effect”
(Turchin 1977:102), in which an accumulation of small quantitative changes at
some point allows to make a qualitatively large step, rapidly followed by another,
and so on. The critical theoretical problem is to understand the mechanism for
widening the definition of the cooperating collective from a smaller-scale group to
a larger-scale group. Repeated iteration of the mechanism leads to an ever-larger
cooperative in-group, until some other force stops the process.
To summarize, evolutionary biologists are beginning to agree that evolution

of human sociality had to involve some kind of group selection. There are
two versions of the argument, one emphasizing the biological (“genetic”) as-
pect (Sober and WIlson 1991), and the other emphasizing the cultural aspect
(Boyd and Richerson 1985) of group selection. In actuality, the two versions are
not very far apart, the difference being mostly in the emphasis. Both arguments
are buttressed by a battery of mathematical models and empirical evidence. For
example, group selection has been shown to be a remarkably effective mech-
anism in experiments (Goodnight and Stevens 1997). Another example is the
recent experimental demonstration of altruistic punishment in humans (Fehr and
Gächter 2002). In their most recent review, Richerson and Boyd (2001) argue
that the theory of cultural group selection passes a number of tests, such as those
for logical coherence (checked with formal models), verification of the proximal
(psychological) mechanisms assumed by the theory, tests for the existence of
the necessary microevolutionary processes, and examinations of the large-scale
comparative evidence, including patterns of adaptation and maladaptation.

3.1.3 Ethnic groups and ethnicity

One very important type of human collective is the ethnic group. All of the char-
acteristics of human groups that we discussed above are expressed most vividly
when applied to ethnic groups. Thus, the markers listed in Section 3.1.1—
language, religion, phenotype, and territoriality—are all used in various com-
binations to draw ethnic boundaries. In fact, as was emphasized by Barth (1969),
it is not the specific form of demarcation markers that is important. The key
aspect of ethnicity is “the ethnic boundary that defines the group rather than the
cultural stuff that it encloses” (Barth 1969:15). According to Barth, ethnicity is a
form of social organization and its main characteristic is self-ascription, as well
as ascription by others. Different ethnic groups may use different kinds of mark-
ers, but the function is the same, to draw boundaries between “us” and “them”.
This insight has stood well the test of time (Vermeulen and Govers 1994).
Not only ethnic groups tend to have sharpest boundaries, they also tend to
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evoke the most intense feelings of solidarity. The ultimate form of collective
solidarity, sacrifice for the common good, is relatively common in ethnic conflicts.
By contrast, it is hard to imagine individuals sacrificing their lives for the sake
of a professional organization, or a corporation.
Ethnic groups appear to be quintessential human groups. The reason, most

likely, is that ethnicity was the basis of social organization in humans during most
of their evolutionary history. Hunter-gatherers living in bands were characterized
by very flat social hierarchy and very limited division of labor, and ethnicity (in
the wide sense, see below) provided the main basis for group formation.
Ethnicity has been defined by Brass (1991:18) as a sense of ethnic identity

that consists of the subjective, symbolic or emblematic use by a group of people
of any aspect of culture, in order to create internal cohesion and differentiate
themselves from other groups. Note that this definition of ethnicity (which I
adopt in this book) does not specify the nature of cultural markers that are used
for ethnic boundary delineation. Thus, two religious sects that share all other
cultural characteristics (dialect, phenotype, material culture, etc) are considered as
two separate ethnic groups, if they use membership in religious community as the
way to distinguish “us” from “them”. Thus, the Serbs, Croats, and Bosnians of
the former Yugoslavia are clearly separate ethnies. Although they speak the same
language, the religious markers (Orthodox, Catholic, and Muslim, respectively)
play the dominant role in defining ethnic boundaries. A similar example is the
Yoruba and Ibo (Muslim and Christian) in Nigeria. The usage of “ethnic” and
“religious” in this book, thus, differs from the lay meaning of the terms, which
are often employed as alternative bases for classifying different groups. To avoid
misunderstanding of what follows, this point is worth emphasizing: in my view
the religious identity is just one of the many cultural markers used by groups
to delineate ethnic boundaries, and it is a particularly important one for agrarian
societies (especially for demarcating boundaries at the metaethnic level).

3.1.4 The social scale

Even simplest human societies known to anthropologists are characterized by a
hierarchical structure with nested levels (Johnson and Earle 2000). Thus, family-
level groups, such as Shoshone or !Kung, have two levels: the family or hearth
group and the extended family camps or hamlets. Ethnicity of humans who
lived (and still live) in agrarian societies can have many more layers. The sim-
plest social organization reflecting this principle is the segmentary society, such
as found in the Berbers of the central High Atlas of Morocco (Gellner 1969).
Complex agrarian societies retain segmentary organization (although they can
have additional sources of identities). For example, Sahlins (1989) identified the
following circles of identity characterizing the inhabitants of early modern Cer-
danya: village–quarters–Cerdanya–“Two Counties” (Roussillon and Cerdanya)–
Catalonia–Spain. Thus, one important dimension along which ethnic groups can
vary is the social scale. Most people think of themselves as having several eth-
nic identities, nested within each other. At the smallest scale, an individual is a
member of a family and local community. Above that level identity may have
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regional, national, and finally “civilizational” (in the sense of Huntington 1996)
components.
We need better terminology than “region”, “nation”, and “civilization”, each

of the terms carrying too much extraneous baggage with it. Unfortunately, the
terminology has not yet settled down, at least in the English-language literature.
Two imported terms are currently used: ethnos and ethnie (the latter one will
be discussed in a subsequent section). Ethnos is widely used in Russian eth-
nology (Gumilev 1971, Bromley 1987, Bromley and Kozlov 1989). The most
common definition runs as follows: ethnos is a stable assemblage of people that
historically developed within a certain territory; the members of ethnos possess
common, relatively stable linguistic, cultural, and psychological characteristics;
furthermore, they are conscious of their unity as differentiated from other sim-
ilar human assemblages (self-awareness), which is reflected in their ethnonym
(Bromley 1987:14).
Of particular importance to our purposes here is the system-like nature of the

ethnos concept. Thus, just as systems consist of subsystems, and themselves are
part of a metasystem, ethnic groups of different scale, or hierarchical level, can
be referred to as subethnos, ethnos, and metaethnos. Where we need more levels,
we can always add categories like subsubethnos. In principle, we can designate
any arbitrary level as “ethnos” and define other levels in terms of sub- and meta-
prefixes. In practice, however, ethnos is typically used for that level of ethnic
groups that roughly corresponds to modern nations. People belonging to differ-
ent ethnoses tend to speak mutually unintelligible languages. Thus, Americans,
French, Germans, Russians, and Egyptians are all different ethnoses. Examples
of subethnoses are Mormons and Southerners (“Rebs”) in the US, and Bavarians,
Saxons, and Schwabs in Germany. Different subethnoses within the same ethnos
are often characterized by distinct speech dialects.
Metaethnic identity often arises as a result of past or present association within

the same large state (or, rather, empire). Thus, Latin Christians of Medieval Eu-
rope were primarily inhabitants of successor states of the Carolingian empire
(Bartlett 1993). Today, the inheritor of Latin Christendom is the European iden-
tity, based primarily on the membership in the EC (accordingly, Germans or
French do not consider, for example, Belorussians as “fellow Europeans”, even
though Belorussia is geographically a European country). Another important
source of metaethnic identity is religion. Thus, an Egyptian is also an Arab, a
Sunni Muslim, and finally, a Muslim (so we need several meta’s to designate
these identities). I hope that the advantage of viewing ethnicity as a systemic
property is apparent from the preceeding discussion: it prevents us from arguing
about whether Arabs are an ethnos, a metaethnos or something else.
Ethnos-based terminology also avoids arguments about whether there were na-

tions before nationalism or not. Thus, an Athenian of the classic period was also
an Ionian, and a Hellene. We know that Ancient Greeks had a hierarchical sense
of ethnicity, since they had two separate words to designate alloethnics: foreign-
ers (xenoi) that was used for other Hellenes, and “barbarians” (barbaroi) that was
used for non-Hellenes, even for members of other highly developed civilizations,
such as the Persians. The Greeks also keenly felt such intermediate-level ethnic
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boundaries as the one between Dorians (to whom Spartans belonged) and Ionians
(which included Athenians) (Smith 1986).
To sum, ethnicity, in the broad sense that I use here, may range from solidarity

felt towards a small circle of relatives, friends, and neighbors, at one end of the
spectrum, to solidarity felt towards millions belonging to the same nation or even
a supranational entity, at the other end of the spectrum. However, it must be
stressed that the strength of collective solidarity usually varies with the scale of
ethnic group. Thus, it is quite possible that solidarity may be very high at the
subethnic level, and quite low at the next level up. A somewhat extreme, but not
unusual example is the situation in the France of the late sixteenth century, when
Huguenots and Catholics engaged in an extremely brutal conflict. By this point
in French history, Huguenot strongholds were primarily found in the South and
Southwest of France, while the Catholic League was strong in the North and East
(Briggs 1998), so in this example regional and religious identities were tightly
intertwined. This example also illustrate the dynamic nature of solidarity. Just a
generation or two before, the French nobility was quite solidary in their struggle
against the Habsburg hegemonism, and many nobles fighting on the opposite
sides in the Wars of Religion were comrades in arms during the Spanish Wars
(or their fathers were).

3.1.5 Ethnies

The second term, ethnie, was imported by Anthony Smith (1986) from the French.
He defined ethnie as a named human population with myths of common ancestry,
shared historical memories, one or more elements of shared culture, a link with a
homeland, and a measure of solidarity, at least among the elites (Smith 2000:65).
In my view, this definition is quite similar to the Bromley’s definition of ethnos,
although the emphases, to be sure, differ (Bromley seems to put more stress
on objective cultural characteristics). In any case, it is not important to resolve
these definitional matters for the purposes of this book. Because of its current
prevalence in the English literature, I will adopt Smith’s term ethnie, but I will
also employ suffixes sub and meta for smaller or larger-scale ethnic groups.
One aspect of Smith’s theory that I find particularly useful is his analysis

of interrelations between ethnicity and class (Smith 1986: Chapter 4). Smith
distinguished two types of ethnies. The first is lateral or aristocratic ethnie,
in which the sense of common ethnicity is largely confined to elites (nobles,
clerics, and wealthier merchants). The second type is vertical or demotic ethnie,
characterized by much greater degree of “social penetration” of shared ethnic
feeling. The important point is that lower strata of an ethnie can have a variable
sense of solidarity with the elites. At one extreme are tightly vertically integrated
ethnies like certain tribal confederations (e.g., Mongols under Genghis Khan) and
some city-states in ancient Sumer or classical Greece. At the other extreme are
polities in which the elites are ethnically distinct from subjugated commoners
(e.g, Old Hittite Kingdom). Thus, the strength of collective solidarity can vary
not only with the scale of the ethnic group (Section 3.1.4), but also with socio-
economic stratum.
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3.2 COLLECTIVE SOLIDARITY AND HISTORICAL DYNAMICS

As I stated at the beginning of this chapter, before we can understand polity dy-
namics we first need to analyze how various groups of people interact within a
polity. There are two aspects of human behavior that make groups particularly
effective agents in their own right: boundary demarcation and group-directed
(altruistic or solidaristic) behaviors. As agents, groups can interact with other
groups, and the interactions are often conflictual: “the best-organized group usu-
ally wins, and that means the group with the most internal solidarity” (Collins
1992:26, see also Richerson and Boyd 1998). Can we use this insight to help us
understand why some states are more successful than others?
Respectable theories in historical sociology tend to avoid the subject of collec-

tive solidarity, and instead focus on coercion and economic relations, which of
course are the bread and meat of the rational choice theory. One example of this
bias is the, in other ways excellent, book by Tilly (1990), in which “coercion”
and “capital” are actually the first words in the title. The impression that one gets
from the professional literature is that war and economics are somehow “hard”
subjects, while solidarity is “soft” and unscientific. The reason is probably due
to the failure of earlier macrohistorians (Vico, Danilevsky, Spengler, Toynbee,
Sorokin) to develop scientific theories, that is, theories that make nonobvious
predictions that can be empirically tested. Quigley (1961:129) calls such histori-
cal explanations “softening of the fiber” theories. Tainter (1988:89-90) similarly
dismisses them as “mystical explanations” that are “crippled by reliance on a
biological growth analogy, by value judgments, and by explanation by reference
to intangibles.”
But what if “softening of the fiber” refers not to the moral degradation of in-

dividuals in declining empires, but rather to the loss of collective solidarity by
these societies? In order to build a scientific theory on collective solidarity, we
need to somehow endogenize this variable, that is, to postulate mechanisms that
cause it to wax or wane in response to other dynamic properties of societies and
polities. So far, no respectable sociological theory managed to do this, in my
judgment, although there are many hints scattered through the theoretical liter-
ature. For example, Hechter (1987) starts essentially with the same concept as
collective solidarity that is being developed here. He makes this “groupness”
itself a dynamic variable (Hechter 1987:8). However, he then makes a valiant
attempt to develop a rational choice theory of group solidarity (Hechter 1987:
Chapter 3), which is however doomed for reasons given in the previous section.
Collins (1992: Chapter 1), in already cited passages, constructs a powerful ar-
gument in favor of collective solidarity as an important historical variable. In
Chapter 2 he discusses one mechanism that can generate solidarity: Durkheim’s
theory of religion. However, Collins never connects solidarity with other histori-
cally important variables in a dynamical theory. Smith (1986:38) discusses how
interstate warfare may ignite and maintain ethnic sentiment: “One has only to
read Aeschylus’ description of the Persian Wars in which his brother was killed
and he himself fought, to grasp the communal significance for the ethnic identi-
fication of each individual, of collective resistance on the battlefield through the
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activation of comradeship, teamwork and esprit de corps in moments of crisis.”
Yet, again, warfare was almost continuous throughout history, but some polities
grew, and others declined even while under pressure from external aggression. We
need something more to build a theory on. Tantalizing hints are also scattered
throughout the historical literature. Here is, for example, McNeill (1963:809) dis-
cussing the rise of Prussian industry in almost the same words as those of Smith:
“a managerial elite with strong internal discipline and an esprit de corps quite
different from the individualistic and nakedly pecuniary ethos common among
British businessman.” I could go on. There are, however, two theories that have
been developed to the point where they can actually yield testable predictions:
Ibn Khaldun’s theory of asabiya, and Gumilev’s theory of passionarity.

3.2.1 Ibn Khaldun’s theory

The fourteenth century Arab thinker Ibn Khaldun was probably the first sociolo-
gist in the modern sense (Gellner 1981). In his monumental work The Muqad-
dimah: An Introduction to History he advances a remarkable theory of political
cycles. Ibn Khaldun developed his theory mainly to explain the history of the
Maghreb (Northern Africa), but he also makes excursions to other areas known
to him (e.g., Arabic Spain and the Middle East). Ibn Khaldun was not an ivory-
tower academic. He was a practicing politician and almost lost his life in a failed
coup. He also traveled extensively (even encountering and having a long conver-
sation with Timur Lenk once). In short, Ibn Khaldun knew well the workings of
the societies he studied from the inside.

Groups and group solidarity.

Ibn Khaldun’s main argument is remarkably modern (the following account partly
relies on the introduction by the Muqaddimah translator Franz Rosenthal, indi-
cated by lower case Roman page numbers; upper case Roman numbers indicate
the volume). He begins by postulating that a human individual cannot live outside
a group: it is absolutely necessary for man to have the cooperation of his fellow
men (Ibn Khaldun 1958:I:90). Defense and protection are successful only for a
closely-knit group (Ibn Khaldun 1958:I:263). But communal way of life is also
necessary for acquiring different crafts and technical skills, and for intellectual
intercourse. The next postulate is that different groups have different ability for
concerted action. Here Ibn Khaldun introduces the key concept of his theory:
asabiya, which Rosenthal translates as “group feeling”. Originally the word sig-
nified something like “making common cause with one’s agnates” (Ibn Khaldun
1958:I:lxxviii). But in Ibn Khaldun’s usage, asabiya is a wider concept, because
it can also be shared by people not related to each other. Asabiya produces “the
ability to defend oneself, to offer opposition, to protect oneself, and to press one’s
claims” (Ibn Khaldun 1958:I:289). Preponderance of asabiya renders one group
superior to others (Ibn Khaldun 1958:I:lxxix).
Ibn Khaldun was clearly aware of the nested nature of ethnic groups, and that

each level has its own asabiya associated with it. For example, he noted that in
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order for the higher level group not to fall apart, its asabiya must be stronger than
asabiyas of lower-level groups combined (Ibn Khaldun 1958:I:284). Additionally,
he continuously stressed that the leading, or ruling element within a group must
be vested in a family or lineage that has the strongest and most natural claim to
the control of the available asabiyas (Ibn Khaldun 1958:I:lxxx). Only the leader
who controls an asabiya of sufficient strength may succeed in founding a dynasty.

Dynamics of asabiya.

Ibn Khaldun also develops a detailed theory explaining how asabiya is cre-
ated, and also how it is lost. In general, asabiya arises from “the social inter-
course, friendly association, long familiarity, and companionship” (Ibn Khaldun
1958:I:374). This is remarkably similar to the explanation of how social capital is
acquired (Putnam 2000, for a comparison of asabiya and social capital see Section
3.2.3). However, not all social conditions are equally conducive to the growth
of asabiya. As I mentioned above, Ibn Khaldun’s theory was developed for the
specific situation of the Medieval Maghreb. Ibn Khaldun distinguishes two ma-
jor ethnic groups inhabiting the Maghreb: the Berbers and the Arabs. These two
groups differ not only ethnically, but also in the way their societies are organized:
respectively, “desert” and “civilization”. The distinction that Ibn Khaldun makes,
however, is not between nomadism and sedentary life; he rather groups together
nomads and sedentary backwoods people, and contrasts them with sedentary ur-
ban people as inhabitants of large population centers (Ibn Khaldun 1958:I:lxxvii).
The sociological distinction is not qualitative, but quantitative, and refers to the
size and density of human settlements, as well as the scale of polities. “Desert”
is characterized by small-scale polities (chiefdoms, in the modern terminology).
“Civilization” is organized in states and empires (except during the periods of
state breakdown).
In Ibn Khaldun’s view, the society type is the key to understanding why

asabiya increases or declines. “Desert” life with its constant struggle for sur-
vival and, consequently, necessity of cooperation creates conditions for asabiya
growth. “Civilized” society controls a large number of human beings. A large
amount of human labor becomes available, and a certain proportion of it may be
channeled into production of “conveniences” and luxuries (that is, not necessi-
ties). This development towards luxury carries a penalty in the form of causing
degeneration. The ruling dynasty, and therefore the state (Ibn Khaldun does not
make a distinction), is the principal victim of this tendency to luxury (Ibn Khal-
dun 1958:I:lxxxi-lxxxii). Ibn Khaldun (1958:II:119-122) essentially argues that
access to luxuries causes increased intraelite competition and eventually intraelite
conflict. As a result, asabiya rapidly declines. Ibn Khaldun even provides a
quantitative assessment of the rate of decline: it takes four generations from the
establishment to the disappearance of a dynasty, although it may continue unto
the fifth and sixth generations in a state of decline (I:281).
In addition to the decline of asabiya, there is another major factor that causes

the disintegration of the state: economics. According to Ibn Khaldun, gen-
eral prosperity leads to population growth, which in turn leads to scarcity, in-
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creased oppression by the elites, and eventually state collapse. This aspect of
Ibn Khaldun’s theory will be further pursued in Chapter 7, in the context of the
demographic-structural theory.
In summary, here are the main points of Ibn Khaldun’s argument about the

dynamic relation between asabiya and polity strength. Asabiya grows and is
maintained at a high level in small-scale societies, where capacity for collective
action is the key to survival. Additionally, such societies produce only necessities,
and therefore there is no corrosive effect of luxuries on asabiya. Ibn Khaldun’s
primary example of such “desert” societies are the Berbers of Maghreb, although
he also cites other instances, e.g., several Arab tribes who invaded northwestern
Africa in the eleventh century (I:283). Desert tribes with high asabiya conquer
civilized people with low asabiya, and establish a ruling dynasty (a state) over
them. Under conditions of civilized life, however, asabiya inevitably declines. In
approximately four generations, asabiya becomes so low that the state collapses
as a result of factional conflict. This is the point at which the civilized area
becomes vulnerable to another conquest by desert tribes.

Assessment.

There is much in Ibn Khaldun’s theory that appears to be very useful to our
objectives. First, the theory is very clearly formulated. Thus, it makes clearcut
empirical predictions that can be tested. Additionally, if quantitative predictions
are needed, then the theory can, rather easily, be translated into a mathemati-
cal model. Second, Ibn Khaldun describes explicit sociological mechanisms on
which his theory of state collapse is based. This provides another way in which
theory can be tested.
There are also some weak points. In general, while Ibn Khaldun offered a

brilliant account of one kind of society—an Islamic society of the arid zone—his
account is not universally applicable even within Islam (Gellner 1981:88-89). It
would be interesting to see if his theory can be extended to agrarian societies in
general. More specifically, one could question Ibn Khaldun’s emphasis on the
importance of “luxury” in asabiya decline. Ibn Khaldun’s is not the only theory
that invokes this mechanism; many “softening-of-the-fiber” theories propose sim-
ilar explanations. This is a question that should be resolved empirically, but to
do that we need some explicit alternatives to test against. I will try to construct
an alternative explanation in Chapter 4.

3.2.2 Gumilev’s theory

Although the ethnogenetic theory of Gumilev (1971) is largely unknown in the
West, it has generated a considerable controversy in Russia, at least among the
lay public interested in macrohistorical questions. The reception among pro-
fessional historians and ethnologists was cooler, for reasons that will become
apparent shortly. Despite its serious scientific flaws, however, Gumilev’s the-
ory contains several interesting concepts, which can be of use to the historical
dynamics project, and thus I briefly review it here.
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The main kernel of Gumilev’s theory is the explicit connection that he makes
between ethnie and polity dynamics. According to Gumilev, each polity has its
core ethnie, and it is the properties of core ethnies that drive the success or failure
of their polities. The key concept of Gumilev’s theory is passionarity. Individuals
with high passionarity (passionaries) purse, with great energy, some goal that is
usually extrarational. That is, passionaries are typically motivated not by personal
gain, but by some higher goal (the goal may be selected either consciously, or
not). Although in his definition Gumilev does not directly address the collective
solidarity aspect of passionarity, the language he uses in his examples is very
evocative of asabiya. In particular, Gumilev repeatedly mentions the ability of
passionaries to sacrifice themselves for the sake of collective good. (This exposes
one of the problems with Gumilev’s theory: it is not developed very precisely.
Instead, Gumilev relies on voluminous examples and evocative prose to get his
point across.)
Different ethnies have variable proportions of passionaries. Additionally, the

degree of passionarity of an ethnie changes with time. An ethnie with great
numbers of passionaries will expand at the expense of other ethnies, in the pro-
cess building an empire. Thus, high passionarity directly translates into polity’s
capacity for territorial expansion, and vice versa.
The second key concept for Gumilev is ethnogenesis. He defines it as the

process by which some, or many members of an ethnie become passionaries.
Unfortunately, the specifics of the mechanism that he offers either rely on phe-
nomena currently unknown to science, or flatly contradicted by it. According
to Gumilev, the Earth is periodically struck by bundles of cosmic energy, which
cause the mutation of passionarity. Gumilev identified a number (about 10) of
such events that occurred during the known history of Eurasia. Each event gives
impulse to multiple occurrences of ethnogenesis in band-like regions several hun-
dreds km long.
After the initial impulse, passionarity of the affected group increases over the

period of several centuries, reaches a peak, and then declines. Meanwhile, the
group expands, first becoming a subethnie, then a full ethnie (in the process per-
haps absorbing other ethnically related groups), and finally creating a metaethnic
empire (unless it prematurely loses to an even stronger neighbor). Eventually,
as passionarity continues to fade, the polity built around the core ethnie loses its
cohesiveness, and falls prey to a combination of internal warfare and external ag-
gression. Using multiple examples, ranging across the whole history of Eurasia,
Gumilev provides a detailed phenomenology of the rise and fall of ethnies and
empires.

Assessment.

Because I focused on what I perceive as major weaknesses in Gumilev’s theory,
my account did not really do justice to it. Gumilev has amassed an enormous
amount of historical and ethnological material. Even when one disagrees with
the mechanisms that he advances, it is difficult to escape the feeling that he
indeed identified some regularities in the historical process. I believe that there
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are several Gumilev’s insights that are of great interest. First, it is a fruitful
hypothesis that there is a close connection between the fortunes of a polity and
its core ethnie. This is a particularly important point, because Gumilev shows
with much factual material that the modern relationship between nationalism and
state has very close analogs in history. That is, ethnicity and polity are variables
that may be dynamically connected.
Second, Gumilev’s concept of ethnogenesis has a lot of merit. Most, if not

all currently existing ethnies started small and then expanded by a variety of
mechanisms, including demographic growth and ethnic assimilation. Successful
territorial expansion was very much a factor in this ethnic expansion. Something
allowed these initially small ethnic groups to acquire high capacity for collective
action. Thus, another potentially fruitful hypothesis is that there is a close relation
between the process of ethnogenesis and enhanced collective solidarity.
In contrast, Gumilev’s concept of passionarity does not appear to be a fruit-

ful concept to me; at least it does not add anything useful to Ibn Khaldun’s
asabiya. Furthermore, the temporal trajectory of passionarity increase followed
by decrease, postulated by Gumilev, is too mechanical. Gumilev treats passion-
arity as an exogenous variable: it waxes and wanes according to its own internal
nature, so to speak, and is not related in any obvious way to other variables in
the system. Before this concept can be of use, it must be endogenized somehow.
Interestingly, the few mathematical attempts to model Gumilev’s theory, that I
know of, specify passionarity as an exogenously driven variable.

3.2.3 The modern context

Durkheim’s mechanical and organic solidarity.

The concept of asabiya (collective solidarity) that I discuss in this chapter does not
“hang in the air”. Instead, it appears to be related to several much more modern
theories in sociology, social psychology, and political science. Within sociol-
ogy the best-known theory of social cohesion has been developed by Durkheim
(1915, 1933). Gellner (1981:86-98) provides a highly useful comparison of Ibn
Khaldun’s and Durkheim’s theories, which I briefly summarize here. As is well
known, Durkheim contrasted two kinds of solidarities: mechanical that was based
on similarity between individuals and organic that was based on complementarity
or mutual interdependence. Simple segmentary societies, such as the Bedouins of
Ibn Khaldun, can possess only mechanical solidarity, while more complex urban
societies characterized by greater division of labor have the potential to exhibit
organic solidarity. In Durkheim’s view, mechanical solidarity was an inferior
form of social cohesion, compared to organic solidarity.
In Ibn Khaldun’s theory the only kind of social cohesion is the one arising

from what Durkheim would call mechanical solidarity. “Organic solidarity” for
Ibn Khaldun was not solidarity at all, but a form of social dissolution. Civilized
life with its complex division of labor was inherently inimical to social cohesion
and given time would degrade the initially high asabiya of tribesmen moving to
town (Gellner 1981:87).
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In general, it is not clear whether such economic variables as the degree of divi-
sion of labor have any relevance to the waxing or waning of asabiya. By contrast,
cultural uniformity appears to be an important precondition of social cohesion.
Ruling elites of such successful nation-states as France certainly thought so, and
as a result employed rather draconian methods for imposing linguistic uniformity
on their citizens (Weber 1976). In any case, the Durkheimian concept of organic
solidarity appears to be primarily applicable to industrial societies. If so, then
the distinction between organic and mechanical solidarity is largely irrelevant in
our analysis of pre-industrial agrarian polities. On the other hand, Durkheim’s
insight that religion is one of the most powerful forces that keep groups together
appears to be highly relevant to the issues under investigation (see also Collins
1992).

Individualism and collectivism.

At first glance, it would appear that the direction within social psychology most
relevant to social cohesion would be the research on the individualism/collectivism
dichotomy (Triandis 1995). A closer look, however, reveals that the two ap-
proaches apparently address different social scales. Actually social psychologists
studying individualism and collectivism do not explicitly discuss the scale of the
group at which collectivistic behaviors are aimed. From the context of their stud-
ies, however, it becomes apparent that they typically focus on small-scale groups:
families and local communities. However, although there is no explicit considera-
tion of scale in the analysis, results obtained for small-scale groups are sometimes
generalized to larger-scale societies. Furthermore, the primary variable of interest
to psychologists is not the properties of groups made up from individualistic ver-
sus collectivistic individuals, but the inverse relation: the effect of the group on
individuals. This is, of course, understandable since psychologists are primarily
interested in individual behaviors, rather than the capacity of groups for collec-
tive action. Nevertheless, it decreases the relevance of their findings for issues of
interest to us. Still, there is much of value in this area of psychology, not least
of which is the empirical research on variation in individualism/collectivism in
different cultures.

Social Capital.

Of much greater relevance is the theory of social capital, which recently has
garnered a lot of attention, thanks in part to several books and articles by Robert
Putnam and associates ( for a closely related concept of social trust see Fukuyama
1995, see, for example, Putnam 2000). Such aspects of social capital as mutual
support, cooperation, social trust, institutional effectiveness, and, particularly, the
implications of social capital for collective action suggest to me that social capital
and collective solidarity are closely related concepts. “Social capital here refers
to features of social organization, such as trust, norms, and networks, that can
improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated action” (Putnam et
al. 1993: 167). This is very close to my definition of asabiya as the capacity of
a group for collective action. Thus, asabiya appears to be essentially the agrarian



46 CHAPTER 3

societies’ equivalent of social capital (at least as the latter is defined by Putnam
and coworkers). Several other features of social capital deserve a comment.

• There are two forms of social capital: bridging (or inclusive) and bond-
ing (or exclusive) (Putnam 2000:22). Examples of bonding social capital
include ethnic fraternal organizations and exclusive country clubs, while
civil rights movement and ecumenical religious organizations are examples
of bridging social capital. This distinction appears to address the issue
of social scale: bonding social capital characterizes smaller-scale groups,
while the bridging kind characterizes larger-scale societies.

• Putnam cautions that social capital may have its “dark side”. While it is
generally good for those inside the network, the external effects of social
capital are by no means always positive (Putnam 2000:21). One example
is power elites exploiting social capital to achieve ends that are antisocial
from a wider perspective. This is very similar to the already discussed idea
of internally solidaristic groups coercing other, less cohesive groups.

• Societies belonging to different countries, and even regions within coun-
tries, vary in the amount of social capital. For example, Putnam et al
(1993) show that both density of interpersonal ties and institutional effec-
tiveness vary greatly between North and South Italy. Similarly, Fukuyama
(1995) advances the argument that different industrial countries vary in the
degree of social trust, and that this variation explains much about economic
effectiveness of their corporations.

Contrasting social capital and collectivism.

To illustrate why I think of social capital as a much more useful for our pur-
pose concept than collectivism, it is instructive to contrast how the two concepts
are applied when comparing two specific countries, the USA and Italy (with an
emphasis on the Italian South—the Mezzogiorno). Triandis (1995:92-93, 97-98)
classifies the Mezzogiorno society as collectivist, and American as individualist.
From the point of view of social capital, however, the picture is completely re-
versed: Southern Italians have very little of it, while Americans have lots (Putnam
et al. 1993, 2000). The sociological study of Mezzogiorno goes back at least
to Banfield (1967). Banfield described the extreme atomization of the Southern
Italian society, in which all cooperative efforts are limited to the smallest possi-
ble societal unit, family. Relations to such kin as cousins, and sometimes even
grown-up siblings are rife with distrust and lack of cooperation. Community-level
cooperative efforts are virtually impossible. Banfield called this type of society
“amoral familism”, and drew an explicit contrast with the vibrant civic culture of
a small Midwestern American town.
In a later study that contrasted Italian North and South, Putnam and coworkers

(1993) described how lack of interpersonal association, trust, and cooperation in
the Mezzogiorno leads to ineffective and corrupt local government. In contrast,
the North has a much greater level of civic engagement, and correspondingly
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more effective government on the local level. A recent study (A’Hearn 2000)
provides yet another confirmation of the original Banfield insight. I should also
mention the work of Gambetta (1988, 1993:77) who cogently argued that the
Sicilian mafia can be understood as a response to the lack of trust specifically
affecting southern Italy, and the endemic distrust is the crucial difference which
explains why the mafia did not emerge elsewhere in the Mediterranean world.
The richness of American civic life was extensively commented on by de

Tocqueville (1984). Putnam (2000) provides great factual material documenting
the waxings and wanings of social capital in the US. He also shows that American
“rugged individualism” is a myth.
It is interesting that Triandis, in his discussion of individualism and collec-

tivism of Italians and Americans, cites the same two authors, Banfield and de
Tocqueville, but comes to the opposite conclusions. This puzzle is resolved when
we pay attention to the social scale. Triandis focuses on very small groups, es-
sentially, family. Indeed, Southern Italians are characterized by “tight” families,
while American families are “loose”. Putnam’s focus of interest (and ours) is on
larger scale societies: regional and national. Thus, I am not trying to say that the
work of Triandis and other social psychologists is wrong in any way. It is simply
that their focus on very small-scale groupings makes their results less relevant to
our concerns.

A terminological note.

Collective solidarity, social cohesion, social capital, and asabiya are clearly closely
related concepts. This raises the question of which term we should use in this
research program. The problem with “social capital” is that it sounds jarring
when applied to pre-industrial, or even pre-state societies. Further, “capital” has
the wrong associations. Capital should be something divisible, but social capital
is a public good. In general, capital is too much an economic term, while collec-
tive solidarity is a very sociological concept. Finally, “social capital” is used in
the sociological literature in at least two very different senses (Lin 2001: Table
1): one focused on the individual (Lin 1982, Burt 1992), the other focused on
the group (Bourdieu 1980, Putnam et al. 1993). These are two very different
notions. Contrast, for example, the “group-focused” definition of Putnam, given
above, with the “individual-focused” one due to Lin (2001): social capital is
“investment in social relations by individuals through which they gain access to
embedded resources to enhance expected returns of instrumental or expressive
actions”. In light of the discussion in Section 3.1.2, these two kinds of social
capital may actually act antagonistically: group-level capacity for action may oc-
cur at the expense of some individual interests, while individuals manipulating
social networks for their advantage can harm group-level performance.
Collective solidarity and social cohesion also have some undesirable aspects.

There is too much emphasis on interpersonal connection, rather than group-level
emergent property. Thus, I decided to settle on asabiya as the term for the central
concept in the theory that is developed: the group’s capacity for collective action.
Note the explicit reference to the group here: it does not make sense to speak
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of asabiya in general, or of asabiya of a person (by contrast, one can speak of
solidarity that an individual may feel toward a group). The main kind of collective
action we are interested in is the coercive power: the ability of a group to defend
itself and its resources (such as territory), as well as extend its sway over other
groups and their resources.
The usage of the term asabiya has several advantages. The most important

reason is that it has very little theoretical baggage, because (unfortunately) few
people are familiar with Ibn Khaldun’s writings. Second, I would like to ex-
plicitly acknowledge the contribution of Ibn Khaldun’s thinking to the theory of
historical dynamics by using his terminology (and if we ever get to the point
where we can actually quantify asabiya, I suggest that we do it in khalduns). Ibn
Khaldun, of course, knew only a small subset of agrarian societies, and since we
want to generalize asabiya to all agrarian polities, we had to stretch his concept
considerably. As Gellner (1981), Lapidus, (1990), and Barfield (1990) pointed
out, Ibn Khaldun theorized how asabiya increased or decreased in small and
medium-scale societies. The specific historical cases that he discussed were the
origins of regional states, rather than large territorial empires. In the historical
dynamics research program we want to generalize the notion of asabiya to apply
to all kinds of agrarian polities.
Incidentally, there is a very interesting empirical pattern of medieval and mod-

ern Middle Eastern history: the deserts of North Africa and Arabia, and the moun-
tainous zones throughout the whole region, which were inhabited by Bedouin no-
mads and sedentary tribes of the Berbers, Kurds, and Pashtuns were divided into
small regional states. By contrast, the Iranian and Anatolian plateau zones were
generally under control of great empires, which were inhabited by tribes orga-
nized into large confederations of Turco-Mongolian descent (Barfield 1990:157).
This observation raises two questions: how did Turco-Mongolian polities man-
age to generate and maintain asabiya at such large scale? And why do Arabian
and Turco-Mongolian asabiyas exhibit the systematic difference throughout the
period of many centuries? An attempt at answering these questions will be made
in Chapter 4.

Implications for the research program.

Since my main focus is on pre-industrial societies, I will restrict the term asabiya
(the capacity of a group for collective action) to agrarian and extractive societies.
If social capital is a closely related concept to asabiya, as I would argue, although
one developed for industrial societies, then we can greatly benefit from theoretical
and empirical research on this topic. The first important aspect of social capital
is that political scientists have developed methods for measuring it. Measures
can be made on both the individual and group levels. At the individual level,
Putnam and coworkers quantify the density of networks within which people are
embedded, the quality of interactions (cooperation, reciprocity) and mutual trust.
At the level of societies, Putnam and coworkers have addressed the institutional
effectiveness, such as in the Italian example referred to above. Other theorists
have connected the level of social trust to economic performance (Fukuyama
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1995). If social capital is measurable, then by implication, its equivalent for
preindustrial societies, asabiya, may be measurable too.
As I argued throughout this chapter, one of the most important determinants of

asabiya is the capacity of individuals to behave solidaristically, that is to sacrifice
individual advantage for the sake of common good (however, this is not the only
dimension of asabiya; for example, capacity to self-organize, as in choosing and
then obeying leaders, can also affect the capacity for collective action). The
historical record provides several kinds of quantitative data that can be used to
measure the degree of solidarism among individuals of a certain group, such as
the willingness to provide recruits for the army and to pay taxes. The last variable,
the tax rate to which populace acquiesces, can be quantified for many different
societies and historical periods. Several caveats should be kept in mind, mainly
who is paying and for the benefit of what group. Thus, the tax rates imposed
on the peasants may reflect more the degree of coercion that the elites can bring
to bear on them, rather than any feelings of ethnic solidarity (although I would
argue that we should not assume that lower strata will a priori lack any degree
of ethnic solidarity with the elites). Similarly, alloethnic elites may be reluctant
to contribute to an empire that recently conquered them. Tax rate as a measure
of asabiya is probably least problematic when applied to the core ethnie’s elites.
Furthermore, even groups of very high asabiya should not be expected to con-

sist of pure unconditional altruists. In fact, the more commonly found altruistic
strategy is to perform individually-costly group-beneficial behaviors only if others
are doing the same. An example of such behavior is quasi-voluntary compliance
of citizens to pay taxes (Levi 1988:52). It is voluntary because taxpayers choose
to pay rather than freeride (and, therefore, it is not a rational, or self-interested
behavior). It is quasi-voluntary because taxpayers will contribute only if they
have reasonable assurances that freeriders will be punished. Nobody cares to be
a dupe.
An interesting approach to measuring collective solidarity is suggested by Dou-

glas North. Sociologists distinguish four general sources of power, based on the
use and manipulation of norms and symbols (ideological), administrative struc-
tures (political), material incentives (economic), and coercion (military) (Mann
1986, Turner 1995). Collective solidarity clearly belongs to the first class. In
fact, North explicitly defines ideology in solidaristic terms: “Ideology consists
of the set of individual beliefs and values that modify behavior.” Then he adds:
“It can be measured by the premium people are willing to incur not to free ride”
(North 1985:394).

3.3 SUMMARY

• Human groups constitute an intermediate level of organization between
individuals and polities. Instead of attempting to connect polity dynamics
directly to individual action, I build theory in two steps: first inferring
group dynamics from interactions between individuals, and then inferring
polity dynamics from interactions between groups.
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• Not any collection of individuals is a true group. Groups arise because
their members draw imaginary boundaries separating in-group from out-
group individuals (“us” versus “them”). Humans use a variety of recogni-
tion markers to distinguish between group members and outsiders, such as
language, religion, and phenotype.

• Group members are capable of solidaristic behaviors that impose costs on
the individual performing the behavior, but yield group-level benefits. (I
distinguish solidaristic from altruistic behaviors: whereas the latter benefit
other individuals, the former benefit the group as a whole.) Solidaristic and
altruistic behaviors are not rational (they are “extra-rational”), and are based
not on calculated self-interest, but on norms. Thus, human motivation is
only partly self-interested (although this might be a very large part, and in
some individuals the only part).

• Theory suggests that solidaristic behaviors can evolve by a variety of multi-
level selection mechanisms: kin selection and group selection acting on
genetic and/or cultural traits. Group selection, especially its cultural vari-
ant espoused by Boyd and Richerson, has strong theoretical and empirical
support, and provides the main mechanism for evolution of solidarism in
large human groups.

• Several characteristics of human behavior and sociality promote evolution
of solidaristic behaviors. Leveling institutions (monogamy, food sharing)
reduce within-group phenotypic variability, and consequently the strength
of individual-level selection. Certain psychological mechanisms guard against
free-riding (cheater detection circuits and norms to punish free-riders).
Conformism is the mechanism that ensures that group members share
norms and react similarly to the same behavioral stimulus (and also re-
duces within-group phenotypic variability).

• As a result of boundary demarcation, solidarism, and uniformity-causing
behaviors, groups of individuals can act as independent agents in their own
right.

• Different groups vary in their capacity for collective action. This capac-
ity is a result of a complex mix of individual behaviors: the proportion
of solidarists in the group and the strength of their solidarism, the dense-
ness and nature of social networks within which individuals are embedded,
ability to detect and punish free-riders (including higher-level norms that
detect and punish those who do not punish cheaters), and self-organization
capacity (for example, selecting and obeying a leader). Group capacity for
concerted collective action is called collective solidarity or asabiya, using
the terminology of Ibn Khaldun.

• Groups characterized by higher asabiya tend to survive, expand, and repli-
cate themselves at the expense of groups with lower asabiya.



COLLECTIVE SOLIDARITY 51

• One of the most important kinds human collectives is the ethnic group.
The importance of ethnically based groups is, first, that they tend to invoke
the highest level of group loyalty. Second, during most of human evolution
groups were based on shared ethnicity.

• Individuals are embedded in a system of hierarchically nested ethnic groups—
family, community, subethnie, ethnie, and metaethnie. Each group level has
its own degree of asabiya. Thus, it is possible to have a high degree of
collective solidarity at, for example, the subethnic level, but low solidarity
at the ethnic level. The variation in collective solidarity with ethnic group
level can potentially be quantified with the “asabiya profiles”. I should
stress here that while Ibn Khaldun was concerned with asabiya of small
or medium-sized groups, I reformulate and broaden his concept to apply
to groups of any scale, up to and including such huge metaethnies as the
Latin Christendom or Dar al-Islam.

• Groups in agrarian societies are formed on the basis of two main charac-
teristics: ethnicity and socio-economic stratum (most importantly, peasants
and elites). I propose the hypothesis that the fortunes of a polity are pri-
marily affected by the capacity of its elites for collective action. However,
ethnic solidarity (or lack of it) between elites and peasants may also be
very important in polity success or failure.






