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On the Application Methods for Various Types of Social 
Glue. A commentary on Three Wishes for the World by 
Harvey Whitehouse  
Timothy M. Waring 
University of Maine 

Whitehouse’s article on social cohesion provides a mix of research agenda and 
aspirational vision. The research agenda springs from the “Ritual, Community, and 
Conflict” project that he directs, but Whitehouse also aspires to employ an 
advanced understanding of social cohesion to “predict, prevent, and resolve civil 
wars,” and to “mobilize a global response to economic inequality and 
environmental threat.” As a student of social group dynamics I would be excited to 
see Whitehouse and colleagues succeed in this regard, however fraught the task. 
The forces of social cohesion are critical in explaining social change and thereby 
provide stepping-stones to applying our understanding to higher social goals. With 
these goals in mind, I would like to consider how the types of social cohesion 
Whitehouse tables might influence societal evolution, and if and how such forces 
might be employed for a common good.  
 Before I start I would like to dispense with an issue of which Whitehouse is 
certainly very aware yet did not address in the target article, namely that the forces 
of social cohesion and those of social diversification are merely opposite sides of 
the same psychological coin. Theoretical and empirical research bears this out. 
Evolutionary theory shows that when the benefits of cooperation can be isolated 
to the same group that pays its costs, cooperation is more likely to arise and persist. 
Countless empirical studies demonstrate that human cooperation is obsessively 
group focused, suggesting that in-group favoritism, parochial altruism, conditional 
reciprocity and related behaviors are the sorts of adaptations that have made 
human cooperation stable and human societies successful over evolutionary time. 
Cultural group selection provides a succinct and efficient way of tracking the 
evolutionary linkages between individuals and groups, and it is of direct relevance 
to the evolution of cooperation, ritual and institution. I believe this broad region of 
group-centric cooperation, cultural evolution and adapted human psychology to 
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be the relevant context for interpretation of Whitehouse’s article, and will return 
to the implications at the end. 

On types of social glue  

Whitehouse outlines two different mechanisms of social cohesion, identity fusion 
and social identification. Identity fusion is a personal, emotional bond shared by 
small groups that have undergone intense and stressful shared experiences such 
as wars and initiation rituals. Groups of individuals who have passed together 
through such events tend to have deep empathy for one another. These groups are 
often willing to sacrifice to aid and protect their fellows. This personal identity 
fusion differs in nearly every respect from symbolic “social identification,” which 
does not require intense personal experiences but is instead mediated by 
categorical relationships, rote ritual, symbolic markings and may extend across 
vast social groups much larger than could possibly undergo personal identity 
fusion. While these symbolically marked social identities may include millions of 
individuals, they do so only weakly in comparison to the strength of commitment 
between people who have experienced intense shared events and become fused. 
As a result, individuals may belong to great number of symbolic social identities, 
whereas, people only ever have one or a few personal identity fusions.  
 Personal identity fusion and symbolic social identification are, of course, 
categories of convenience created to simplify the empirical world. Although they 
are extreme categories, with large grey zones and complex interactions, they are 
useful ones. They are useful because they expose distinct social properties in a 
manner that makes it easier to understand how societies change over time. 
Moreover, it seems that the two mechanisms of cohesion are not merely two 
extremes on a continuum, but, as can be seen in their links with euphoric vs. 
dysphoric ritual and imagistic vs. doctrinal social forms (Atkinson & Whitehouse, 
2011; Whitehouse, 2002), the two mechanisms are also separable objects of 
empirical study.  
 To aid in considering the dynamical properties of these two social cohesion 
mechanisms (in preparation for building a theoretical model), it is useful to 
abstract or exaggerate their core differences. The purpose here is to consider the 
properties of two pure types of glue, so that we may consider their application, 
interactions and dynamical properties more clearly. I see five dimensions along 
which these two mechanisms of social cohesion differ, at least in theory. 
 Group size – Symbolic social identity may extend to millions of strangers, while 
personal identity fusion may only occur within relatively small groups with whom 
it is directly possible to share an experience.  
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 Exclusivity – Humans may simultaneously belong to many social groups, each 
symbolically marked in various ways, but seldom undergo identity fusion and 
when they do it is an exclusive formation, not usually open to further members.  
 Cooperative strength – Both fused identities and social identities carry the 
capacity to elicit altruism and cooperation from group members, but the 
individuals whose identities have been ‘fused’ are usually willing to sacrifice more 
for their fellows than are individuals of the same large social group.  
 Symbolic membership – Social identities are often denoted with special symbols 
and language, or social markers. Social markers and other outward cues of 
belonging may be imitated or used strategically for the benefit of individuals and 
groups. Fused personal identities, on the other hand, derive membership from 
involvement in the defining event, and may not be imitated or manipulated as 
easily because members recognize each other personally.  
 Primary driver – Fused groups emerge largely as a consequence of traumatic 
events (be they ritual, catastrophe or war), while symbolic social identities arise, 
persist and spread through a combination of social processes including cultural 
diffusion and institutional dynamics.  
 Before coming to rest on the dynamical aspects, I will make a few notes about 
these two mechanisms. Personal identity fusion is by its nature inversely related 
to group size and physical distance, but positively related to catastrophe, conflict 
and death. While dysphoric hazing and initiation rituals make personal identity 
fusion a force that can be employed by societies and institutions, it is significant 
that in peacetime most of the fusion events that a person experiences may be 
exogenous to symbolic social groupings. Childhood, the physical challenge of 
survival and intra-group conflict likely provide the majority share of fusion events 
in peacetime, and many of these events occur frequently and perpetually in human 
life. This background frequency provides an important baseline of regional social 
cohesion against which the effects of ritual and institution and fusion due to inter-
group conflict may be compared. Furthermore, it is possible that above a certain 
frequency of intense events even a large population may become “fused,” in a 
chainmail fashion. Such a linkage could enable warfare or peaceful collective action 
such as the civil rights movement.  
 By contrast, the symbolic markers of social identity may be used strategically 
by group members and outsiders alike. Symbolic markers are ripe material for 
cultural evolutionary processes. Social identity markers may often arise 
endogenously (Efferson, Lalive, & Fehr, 2008), are prone to psychological 
mechanisms of imitation (Mesoudi, 2009), and are strengthened at social group 
boundaries (McElreath, Boyd, & Richerson, 2003). Moreover, symbolic social 
identities such as those that designate large religious populations may have played 
a key role in the expansion of human cooperation in the last 10,000 years (Henrich 
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et al., 2010). Thus, symbolic social identity would seem to be more directly 
susceptible to cultural evolutionary forces than fused personal identities, even 
when dysphoric fusion rituals are accounted for.  

On mixing glues  

To explore the dynamic influences of these types of social cohesion, it may be most 
instructive to explore a few of their possible interactions.  
 First, the two cohesive forces may often align. Alignment occurs when fusion 
events occur within a population delimited by its symbolic social identity. The 
amount of personal fusion occurring within a symbolic group may in fact be a more 
useful way to conceptualize social resilience. Ibn Khaldun called collective 
solidarity within a group asabiyya, and Turchin (2003) extended and enriched 
Khaldun’s theory of the growth and decline of empires by creating mathematical 
models of the interaction between asabiyya, populations, and political boundaries. 
Khaldun’s verbal model and Turchin’s mathematical models suggest that asabiyya 
was strongest within small social groups and on social boundaries. Successful 
groups grow in population and space until they create vast cultural heartlands 
within which social homogeneity allows asabiyya to wane due to a lack of contact 
with other social groups. Eventually, an over-extended empire may collapse and 
be replaced by one that emerges from border areas. Mapping our two glues onto 
this pattern, asabiyya becomes the frequency or strength of personal identity 
fusion occurring within a symbolic social group. In small social groups and 
borderlands it is more likely that fusion events will involve interactions with other 
social identities, and thereby come to reinforce the strength of the existing 
symbolic boundaries. In ethnic heartlands, symbolic differentiation is low and thus 
cannot drive fusion events. Any fusion events that do occur will not occur across 
symbolic social boundaries, because there are none, and the personal fusion 
component of collective solidarity wanes.  
 Next, the two types of social glue may compete on various time scales. In a 
related interview, Whitehead suggests that rituals employing the two types of 
social cohesion may be competing over evolutionary time as design features in 
social systems (Jones, 2013). He states that low frequency intense rituals have been 
eliminated in modern social groups because they are powerful and destabilize 
larger social structures. This may be because symbolic social identities grow to 
include very large populations, and may control a larger share of observed 
cohesion. Symbolic social identities are also more prone to cultural evolutionary 
forces than are fusion events and rituals. It may be then that the corpus of beliefs 
and customs that compose a large society tends to become dominated more by the 
types of rituals that can be easily transmitted and imitated, causing symbolic social 
identities to grow by contrast to personally fused identities.  
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 Or, it may be that for the same reasons, practices exploiting symbolic cohesion 
spread fast while those exploiting identity fusion cohesion spread slowly. This last 
possibility would predict a U-shaped relationship between the fraction of cohesion 
that derives from identity fusion and time as symbolic processes at first outstrip 
fusion processes, which then eventually regain.  
 These speculative interactions between the two types of social cohesion and 
between the associated types of ritual may be tested theoretically (with models) 
and empirically (as Whitehouse is doing currently). Related research questions 
include:  

• What is the baseline frequency of personal fusion events in peaceful times?  
• What is the maximum group size that can hold a fusion event?  
• What frequency of smaller fusion events is necessary to create the 

chainmail-like effect, or asabiyya?  
• What is the difference in cooperative strength between identify fusion and 

symbolic identification when measured experimentally?  
• Does the average correlation between fusion and symbolic identity (i.e. 

asabiyya) tend to vary across social scales, and if so, which scale leads to 
most cohesion, and which scale minimizes the chances of war?  

• What measures of “social scale” are most relevant (e.g. population size, 
social network measures, etc)?  

• What factors control the long-term evolutionary interactions between the 
dysphoric rituals that generate identity fusion and the more frequent 
scripted doctrinal rituals that help secure symbolic identification?  

On applying social glues  

The aspirational content of Whitehouse’s article is, of course, hopeful in the 
extreme. Even ignoring the ethical black hole it conjures, we do not know if social 
cohesion can be effectively manipulated at all, let alone to positive social outcomes. 
But Whitehouse asks the right question, and I believe his categories of glue can be 
used constructively. So, how might one hypothetically apply the forces of social 
cohesion to constructive societal outcomes? I have two comments in this regard.  
 First, how might we use this knowledge to avoid war? If Whitehouse is correct 
that symbolic social cohesion has enabled the expansion of human society, then we 
should look to applying it for its more inclusive properties over the more exclusive 
and local process of identity fusion. However, we must always expect that at least 
a baseline level of fusion cohesion will occur. Also, the situation to be most avoided 
is when identity fusion events unfold across symbolic social identity boundaries, 
building social tension. This condition is often a precursor to revolution or war, 
and always a consequence. Therefore, societies should avoid situations where 
fusion events occur across symbolic social identity boundaries. The problem is 
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boiling this mechanism down to a tip – to stop war, stop people of different social 
groups from fighting each other – makes mighty weak tea. Perhaps, as the research 
matures, Whitehouse will be in a better position to elaborate.  
 Finally, we return to the proper context – the evolution of cooperation, group 
functional rituals and cultural traits. As I mentioned earlier, there is abundant 
evidence that the evolved human capacities for social cohesion are tightly tied with 
the human proclivity to mark, segregate and discriminate between people of 
different types. When we think of glue, we think of applying it to hold things 
together. The problem with social glue, however, is that it binds one sub-
population at the expense of a rift in the larger population. That is, neither type of 
social glue necessarily generates new, additional cohesion. Rather, human social 
cohesion seems to act in more of a thermodynamic way, extracting cohesion from 
one source and accumulating it in another. It seems better to me to approach 
application from a more fundamental level, when we ask the question, “what 
factors can retard the processes of social segregation or ethnogenesis?” or “which 
mechanisms add to total cohesion across social groups?” Two such mechanisms 
may be migration (Richerson & Boyd, 2008) and economic equality (Baland, 
Bardhan, & Bowles, 2007; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). 
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