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Constructivistapproaches to the emergence and stability of collective identities are
now widely accepted. But few of the assumptions of constructivist theory regard-
ing repertoires of identities and their mutability in response to changing circum-
stances have been examined or even articulated. The article shows how different
conditions of a fluid and changing environment affect the stabilization or institu-
tionalization of an identity as dominant within a polity. We used the Agent-Based
Identity-Repertoire (ABIR) model as a simulation tool and confined our attention
to relatively simple identity situations. Strong evidence was found for the emer-
gence of identity institutionalization, the existence of a “crystallization” threshold,
the effectiveness of divide-and-rule strategies for the maintenance of an identity as
dominant, the efficacy of a network of organic intellectuals, and hegemonic levels
of institutionalization. Thresholds leading to hegemony were not observed. Pre-
liminary results from experiments examining more complex identity situations have
been corroborative.

Identity Institutionalization and the Conventional Wisdom of Constructivism

One blessing of a research program is the instruction it gives us about the
questions we should not ask. In the study of political identity the constructivist
research program has liberated scholars operating within its heuristic boundaries
from having to consider or refute “primordialist” or “essentialist” positions. This
is a major accomplishment of constructivism, writ large to include approaches or
“schools” often described with terms such as “instrumentalism,”

Ian S. Lustick is professor of political science at the University of Pennsylvania. He is the author of Unsettled
States, Disputed Lands: Britain and Ireland, France and Algeria, Israel and the West Bank/Gaza. His current
research involves development and expansion of agent-based modeling techniques for the study of identity
politics, learning, globalization, and terrorism.

Dan Miodownik is a doctoral candidate in the University of Pennsylvania Department of Political Science.
His dissertation integrates statistical, historical, and agent-based modeling techniques to explore the relation-
ship between changing communications technologies and competition among identity projects in Europe.

Studies in Comparative International Development, Summer 2002, Vol. 37, No. 2, pp. 24-53.



Lustick and Miodownik 25

99 (¢

“circumstantialism,” “perennialism,” or “strategic manipulation.” All these are
simply variations on fundamental constructivist assumptions. Each tends to
emphasize a different aspect of constructivism or a slightly different assess-
ment of the relative importance of such crucial corollaries of constructivist
theory as identity multiplicity, fluidity, incentive responsiveness, strategic
manipulability, or entrepreneurial efficacy.

A fundamental axiom of constructivism is that identities—the stable syn-
dromes of associations, feelings, and beliefs we refer to when we use that term—
are constituted by larger processes. The fundamental insight is that the social
world is not given to us as pre-organized in some immutable fashion, but that
the categories of action and interpretation that help us produce and reproduce
a familiar world are themselves constructed out of processes in which we par-
ticipate, but which we may or may not understand. Our own participation in
these processes may be based on, or best interpreted according to, models of
instrumentally rational calculations, simple algorithmic reactions, reflexive or
“instinctual” behaviors, externally coerced or induced choices, etc. Although
these activities affect who we are by affecting the circumstances we encounter,
there is no escaping the extent to which the structure of possibilities and influ-
ences surrounding our behavior produces, constructs, or indeed “constitutes,”
our identities.

In other words, it is widely agreed that

e political and politicizable identities are not stamped “primordially” on groups or
individuals within groups;

¢ translation of observable homogeneity among individuals into collective percep-
tions, goals, and behavior requires explanation;
identities are malleable, tradable, and deployable;
groups and individuals have repertoires of identities that are activated differentially
in response to changing incentive structures;

e some actors can have disproportionate influence on patterns in the activation or
consolidation of particular identities at the group level.

The challenge now facing those working within this paradigm, and inter-
ested in identity politics and conflict, is to operationalize the categories of
constructivism so that progressive problem shifts can move attention beyond
the hard core of constructivist assumptions toward the testing of interesting,
knowledge-producing propositions (Chandra 2001).!

Substantively this means, especially, using constructivist approaches to ex-
plain the stability that exists in the operation of collective identities despite the
fluidity and malleability of the entities and processes from which they emerge.
For against the grain of expectations associated with constructivism, many
scholars of ethnic, religious, national, and other collective identities, have raised
the question of how some of these identities can be so regular, long-lasting,
reliable, and sustained if the world is as complex, the external constitutive
forces as powerful, and identities as fluid as constructivist theory would lead
us to believe.

Perhaps the most influential approach to the stability of certain collective
identities has been to identify nationalism, or political identities like national-
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ism, with the imperatives of industrial civilization (Gellner 1983). Others search
for clues in evolutionary psychology, analyzing how ethnic or national soli-
darities may function as equivalents to selected behaviors in the ancestral en-
vironment (Johnson 1997; Gil-White 2001). Others have argued more simply
that ethnicity and nationalism are best understood as constructed extensions of
kinship associations or territorialist identifications, but constructions whose
tenacity is based on real propensities of human beings to be more powerfully
motivated by such tropes than by others (Connor 1994; Smith 1986). Some go
so far as to revive a fuzzy version of primordialism which is claimed to exist
even if the essentialist metaphysics of the old school are abandoned (Byman
2000; Van Evera 2001). Some political scientists treat conflicting ethnic groups
as unitary rational actors with unchangeable preferences—preexisting entities
caught in security dilemmas or unable to solve the kind of coordination prob-
lems it is imagined that decisionally monolithic actors can encounter in their
relationships with one another in the midst of uncertainty (Posen 1993; Lake
and Rothchild 1998; Fearon 1998; Legro 1993). We are thinking also of those
advocates of constitutional or electoral schemes who presume identity catego-
ries will not arise, change, or be reinforced in response to changes in those
schemes (Rabushka and Shepsle 1972). Most of these scholars, however, in
each of these subcategories, usually accept the principle that over long periods
of time, all categories and dispositions are contingent on processes of social
construction.

One reason, perhaps, for the continuing attractiveness of primordialist-type
approaches, despite the weakness of their theoretical foundations, is the meth-
odological problems they help researchers avoid. Primordialism has the virtue
that once people are sorted into the proper “zoological” groups, with their es-
sential characteristics divined, confident predictions can be made about the
preferences, perceptions, and behavior of their members without actually ex-
amining or observing them. Constructivists, concerned with the emergence and
disappearance of what Ron Suny has called “provisional stabilizations,”? can-
not rely on a quasi-zoological chart, or a “periodic table” of human identities
to establish a stable framework for studying interactions among distinct and
ontologically primitive groups (Eley and Suny 1996). On the other hand,
constructivism does not require the world to be imagined as a “bloomin’ buzzin’
confusion” of constantly shifting shapes and meanings. Within the time frames
that matter to us and with regard to our own consciousness of our social world,
processes of institutionalization can produce collective identities that take on
the aspect of immutability, of naturalness commonly associated with hege-
monic beliefs. These “noble lies,” as Plato called them in The Republic, these
lodestars of our lives, can function as if they are permanent, mainly because
their permanence is an unexamined, indeed an unposed, question. But to study
such processes as they relate to the formation and reformation, the institution-
alization and de-institutionalization, of collective political identities requires
researchers to somehow probe the multiplicity of identities available to indi-
viduals, the range of “identity projects” available within a population or across
overlapping or intermingled populations, and the relationship of those identi-
ties and projects to changeable sets of preferences, institutional circumstances,
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and presumptions of immutability. The data-gathering problems created by such
demanding questions are compounded when the researcher’s interests are di-
rected toward exotic, logistically inconvenient, or even dangerous field sites.

As work done by intrepid and theoretically sophisticated field researchers
shows, it is possible to gather and analyze data relevant to constructivist im-
ages of how people trade, instrumentalize, or contextualize their politically
relevant identities (Laitin 1986, 1998; Slymovics 1998; Verdery 1991; Schatz
2000). It is even possible to discover or arrange natural experiments to use
available data to explore the plausibility of certain basic expectations of the
overall constructivist posture. Although the overwhelming majority of this re-
search has been focused on simply illustrating or demonstrating the constructed/
constituted nature of political or cultural identity, the ambitions of constructivists
are far greater. They include explaining patterns in the emergence and transforma-
tion of different collective identities within the same population, the conditions
under which formerly distinct populations can combine under the umbrella of
a new identity, and the circumstances and behavior patterns that lead to “self-
determination” challenges from newly distinguished groups.

Indeed there are a host of fascinating and important questions that
constructivist identity theory implies, but which have not as yet yielded to
effective empirical exploration. For example:

e If we understand that identities are multiple, how multiple are they, and what differ-
ence does it make if groups vary on this dimension?

¢ If we understand that identities are responsive to incentives, how responsive are
they, and what difference does it make if incentives fluctuate rapidly or slowly, or
within a narrow or wide range?

o If we understand that identities can be institutionalized, how does that occur and
under what conditions of incentive fluctuation, repertoire size, and leadership can
institutionalized identities be stripped of that status?

¢ If we understand that political organization can produce or consolidate identities,
how much organization does it take to stabilize or protect a dominant identity, and
under what conditions of repertoire size, environmental turbulence, polity size, etc.?

¢ If we understand that entrepreneurs of culture or identity can conjure new imagined
communities, how different are they from non-entrepreneurial identity-deployers,
how many of them are necessary, and how many make a significant contribution to
the behavior of the group as a whole?

Our strategy for addressing such questions, and for sharpening the expecta-
tions of constructivist theory so as to enable and encourage real world empiri-
cal research, is to use the power of computer simulation and agent-based
modeling to produce thousands of virtual histories of polities arranged as sim-
ply as possible to incorporate the formalized tenets of constructivist theory.
By adjusting parameter settings and then producing large numbers of simula-
tion runs, or virtual histories, we can then explore the relative robustness of
various factors claimed to be important by constructivist scholars in the insti-
tutionalization and de-institutionalization of collective identity.

Institutionalization is here measured by the proportion of a population ex-
pressing a particular identity. Marginal increases in the prevalence of an iden-
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tity in a population can lead the group across two thresholds—one of “crystal-
lization” and one of “hegemony.” Each threshold represents a sharp increase in
the resistance of a dominant identity group to losing its dominant status. When
an identity group passes the first threshold, it is prevalent enough to shape
competitive processes in its favor. In this sense it can be thought of as a “re-
gime” threshold. If the identity group passes the second, hegemonic, thresh-
old, so we hypothesize, its status as the dominant group is protected not only
by its simple ascendance and by the systematic effects that ascendance have on
its ability to defeat rivals, but also on the likelihood that serious challenges to
its position will even arise.

After briefly explaining our Agent-Based Identity-Repertoire model as a
virtual operationalization of constructivist theory, we will report the results of
our use of this tool to address a subset of these questions. The questions posed
and answered in this article pertain to the consolidation of collective identities
as dominant, the role of threshold effects in the production of different levels
of institutionalization, and the circumstances and patterns under which institu-
tionalized identities can be destabilized.

Agent-Based Modeling as a Technique for Studying Collective Identity

The virtual worlds we create with the Agent-Based Identity-Repertoire (ABIR)
model are inhabited by agents operating according to simple algorithms—reci-
pes for responding to their world that are not only consistent with the cognitive
limitations we know are true of human beings, but which reflect the key propo-
sitions of constructivist theory, as adumbrated earlier. These agents interact
with one another locally, monitoring the identities that their neighbors are dis-
playing. The agents are also aware of the general attractiveness or unattrac-
tiveness of displaying any particular identity at any particular time, regardless
of the identities displayed (activated) in their neighborhood. This information
changes randomly, but at a rate and within an interval that can be manipulated
for experimental purposes. As a “structural” feature of the world inhabited by
the agents, these general signals (known as “biases” attached to particular iden-
tities at particular times) are available to all agents. Knowledge of these gener-
ally available signals is combined with each agent’s local knowledge to
determine whether it will maintain the display of its currently activated iden-
tity, or change that displayed identity to one that is more popular locally and/
or more attractive generally. In these artificial worlds, then, no aspect of col-
lective organization or collective identity is present other than that which arises
out of the complex processes emerging from repeated inter-agent interactions
over time.

In agent-based (or computational) modeling terms, these worlds are known
as landscapes—two-dimensional spaces inhabited by an array of square-shaped
agents. Each square-shaped agent interacts in each time period with agents in
its “Moore neighborhood” (made up of the eight agents positioned along its
sides and touching its corners). As shown in Figure 1, a “screenshot” of the
model in operation, each agent appears as a “gray” or “black’ agent. A number
is assigned to each color (see Figure 2). The color each agent displays at any
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“time step” is its currently “activated” identity. At the beginning of a “run”
(which will be a “history” of the polity) the landscape can be “reseeded,” ran-
domizing both the distribution of activated identities and that of subscribed
identities. Thus each agent is endowed, as each individual is in constructivist
models, with a “repertoire” of identities. This follows from the principle con-
tained in virtually every variant of constructivist identity theory—that indi-
vidual identities are better conceived of as repertoires of selves that may be
presented to the world, or that may emerge as “presentations of self” under
conditions that trigger or “activate” them.

For example, a man in the Balkans with a collection of five politically rel-
evant “selves” or identities might display himself to those around him as
Bosniac, Muslim, Yugoslavian, Croat-speaker, or citizen of Sarajevo. Which
identity he “activates” and when would depend on a number of factors empha-
sized by constructivist theorists and by social psychologists whose fundamen-
tal conceptions largely correspond to the assumptions of constructivist theory
(Abrams and Hogg 1990; Hogg and McGarty 1990; Shin, Freda, and Yi 1999).
These factors include:

how people around him are displaying themselves;
how generally rewarding he believes it to be, at a particular time, to activate one
identity or another;

¢ how fluidly he responds to marginal changes in incentives attached to competing
identities;
how turbulently the relative attractiveness of different identities change;
how many identities are spread across the population whose activation patterns af-
fect activated identities in his neighborhood.

If we leave open as an empirical question the issue of how large we should
imagine the “time steps” as being (hours, days, months, years), we can suggest
that at one time step this individual might advance his Yugoslavian identity,
while subsequently he could present a Muslim identity or a Bosniac identity to
those around him. These changes in the individual’s activated identity would
be prompted by (non-local) shifts in the political climate and by (local) shifts
in the identities activated by the specific individuals with whom he has regular
contact. Shifts in the political climate that could change the value of being
“Bosniac” versus “Yugoslav” could include the eruption of ethnic cleansing
campaigns in other parts of the Balkans, declarations of diplomatic recogni-
tion or support of various factions and states by different great powers, out-
comes of significant battles, etc. (In the model such non-local influences are
operationalized by the changing “biases” assigned to individual identities and
accessible, via the mass media, to all agents.) Locally, depending on patterns
of identity activation, such changes at the general level might or might not
result in changes in activation patterns among the individuals with whom he
has contact. If the individual’s neighbors activate alternative identities, the
complexion of the neighborhood could change, thereby changing the weight of
pressures on him to activate the identities newly adopted or forsaken by his
neighbors, and benefiting now from a higher or lower general bias. Under
extreme circumstances, such as might attend flight to Italy, this individual might
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even absorb a new identity into his repertoire, say “European,” cast out an old
one (“Yugoslavian”), and then even activate the newly acquired European iden-
tity.

Constructivist theory asserts or implies that all of these micro adjustments
occur, cumulatively producing patterns we then notice at the macro level as
collective identity changes. What ABIR does is implement these general rules
in a systematic way. In each time-step, each agent does a simple survey of
activated identities in its neighborhood, combining that information with the
negative, positive, or neutral biases associated with those identities at that time
and with an awareness of the identities in its own repertoire. Each agent then
“decides” to maintain its currently activated identity, activate an alternative
from its repertoire instead, or even replace one identity in its repertoire with
another very popular and attractive identity.® Each agent thus acts indepen-
dently, but within specific circumstances shaped by complex webs of recipro-
cal interdependence among agents and the changing structure of exogenously
produced biases. By running the simulation with identical parameter settings
many times, and then varying those settings in strategic ways, regularities in
the distributions of collective outcomes (attributes of the landscape as a whole)
can be examined and used to test increasingly refined hypotheses implicit in
constructivist theory. Valuable opportunities are thereby created for studying
directly how outcomes at the macro level are linked to variation in different
factors seen to be operating at the micro level.*

The identities in each agent’s repertoire, including its activated identity,
comprise a subset of the total number of identities present in the repertoires of
all agents in the landscape. These identities, and even identities available in
the political space but not initially present in a particular agent’s repertoire,
can be activated by that agent or brought into its repertoire and then activated.
The simple algorithms which determine how and when an identity is included
or extruded from an agent’s repertoire, or activated by an agent, were designed
to correspond as closely as possible to the assumptions of constructivist theory.

In previous work we reported the results of experiments that corroborated
and elaborated some of the basic propositions of constructivist theory.’ In that
work we focused particularly on the implications of changing repertoire size
as a determinant of overall patterns of collective identity formation. Here we
are interested in basic processes of institutionalization as they would arise in a
world ordered by constructivist principles. Can identities that are fluid, mal-
leable, and changeable at the micro/individual level give rise to the kinds of
patterns we commonly observe—of stability at the collective level, accompa-
nied by the possibility of sudden transformations? We are interested, in other
words, in the way patterns produced by micro-level behavior emerge as mecha-
nisms shaping outcomes at the macro level (Holland 1998).

Experimental Objectives and Hypotheses
A key feature of any institutionalization process is the appearance of

discontinuities in the relationship between aggregated pressures for change
and the results of those pressures. Our virtual experiments seek to determine
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if such discontinuities (the “stickiness” often imputed to institutions) arise as
the effect of distinctive thresholds being passed. In other words we have sought
to observe “threshold effects” arising at the macro level in histories of interac-
tions among large numbers of agents when the algorithms governing individual
agent behavior at the micro level make no provision for such macro effects.
We then examine patterns of variation in large numbers of histories run from
the same or comparable initial conditions in order to answer questions about
institutionalization and de-institutionalization of collective identities.

According to the theory of political institutionalization offered by Lustick,
continuous processes of stabilization and destabilization of norms, beliefs, or
identities feature two kinds of discontinuities marked by two different kinds of
thresholds (Lustick 1993; O’Leary et al. 2001).° Normally, efforts to deepen
institutionalization of a norm, belief, or identity are rewarded more or less
smoothly with increments of stabilization. As more people embrace the norm,
adopt the belief, or come to view the identity as “theirs,” the norm, belief, or
identity is more deeply and reliably embedded within the community as a whole.
The two kinds of discontinuities interrupting this process are understood as
thresholds, dividing it into three parts, or stages. Movement from one stage to
another entails a shift in the order of magnitude in the scale of political con-
flict that would surround efforts to reduce the institutionalization of a collec-
tive norm, belief, or identity.

The metaphor of threshold is key. It is a kind of gear with a ratcheting
effect. Deepening or broadening the institutionalization of a belief means mov-
ing in the direction encouraged by the teeth of the gear. Two thresholds are
imagined. One corresponds to the integration of the idea within the legal order
of the community (the regime threshold). The second corresponds to the effec-
tive transformation of the idea (belief, norm, identity, etc.) into the common
sense, or naturalized culture of the community (the hegemonic threshold). As
each of these thresholds is approached and passed, a discontinuous “jump” is
observed, marking a sharply disproportionate increase in the effects of incre-
mental increases in attachments to the idea on the level of its institutionaliza-
tion (as measured by the likelihood that the idea will achieve dominance or
remain dominant in the community). De-institutionalization of a belief entails
moving backward, in the direction opposite to that of the teeth of the gears.
Therefore crossing of the “regime” and/or “hegemonic” thresholds in the re-
verse direction is modeled to require more effort and to be associated with
greater risk of severe dislocation than movement toward institutionalization.
The idea is that reversing an institutionalization process is possible, but if that
process has crossed either or both threshold(s), that is, if the gears have ratcheted
into place, then moving “backward” can be expected to entail considerable and
even violent disruptions in political life.

One objective was to explore the emergence of hegemonic identities—iden-
tities whose survival as dominant is so secure that their replacement is virtu-
ally impossible under stable conditions and rare even under conditions of
environmental turbulence or stress. We wanted to investigate the process of
institutionalization whereby marginal or linear increases in the prevalence of
an identity in a polity, or landscape, would produce substantial or even non-
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linear increases in the subsequent presence of that identity and/or its likeli-
hood to achieve or retain its dominance (plurality) against other identities.

We label the identity activated by a plurality of agents in a population as the
“dominant identity” (DI). As the number of agents adopting the DI as their
activated identity increases, the proportion of the population expressing the DI
increases along with its resistance to losing its status as dominant. We hypoth-
esized that at a particular triggering level of prevalence in the population the
DI’s resistance to losing its dominance would sharply rise—reflecting a thresh-
old of institutionalization. In line with Lustick’s two-threshold theory of in-
stitutionalization, we undertook our experiments with the expectation of finding
two points of discontinuity—a crystallization or “regime” threshold and a “he-
gemonic” threshold. We expected that challenges to and replacement of domi-
nant identities would be normal and frequent under conditions of stress prior
to passage of the first threshold, much less likely between the first and second
thresholds, and extremely rare beyond the second threshold.

The experiments we designed with regard to the conditions of de-institu-
tionalization were inspired by three variables Lustick identified to help ex-
plain the institutionalization or de-institutionalization of a hegemonic
identity—the presence or absence of:

e Gross discrepancies between the claims of an identity project and the realities of the
world in which it operates;

¢ Alternative interpretations of reality, or alternative projects with at least an abstract
appeal to inhabitants of the political space;

¢ Political entrepreneurs—risk-taking, imaginative leaders inclined to exploit oppor-
tunities for large gains in the face of small odds.

In the experiments we report here we used simple landscapes in which each
agent had two available identities in its repertoire out of a total of four differ-
ent identities present in the repertoires of agents in the landscape.” That is, if
identities 0, 1, 2, and 3 are present in the landscape, each agent has within its
own repertoire two and only two of these—O0 and 1; 0 and 2; 0 and 3; 1 and 2;
etc. Of the two identities in an individual agent’s repertoire one is activated,
while the other is not. In some of these experiments we also designed the land-
scapes so that histories would begin with all agents in the landscape activating
one of only two of the available identities. To evaluate the implications of
“divide-and-rule” opportunities for sustaining different levels of dominance
we produced histories with three subordinate identities confronting one domi-
nant identity. Although we did not employ entrepreneur agents in these sim-
plified environments, we did introduce the leadership variable by testing one
of Gramsci’s hypotheses about the role of “organic intellectuals.” Would a net-
work of particularly persuasive agents make a strong contribution to an iden-
tity group’s ability to achieve and sustain hegemonic levels of dominance?

By examining the role of leadership in an agent-based model, we can more
easily appreciate the practical political importance of the presence of institu-
tionalization thresholds. For example, leaders of identity-based political groups,
who could acquire knowledge about where their group’s present level of col-
lective strength was located in relation to a crystallization threshold, could use
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that knowledge in their mobilization efforts. Assuming resources applied to
efforts to attract new recruits or to mobilize followers are scarce, then such
leaders would significantly benefit by escalating their efforts in zones imme-
diately adjacent to either side of the threshold (to achieve high marginal re-
turns on resources expended or avoid drastic losses from marginal lapses of
effort) while de-escalating their efforts in zones further from the threshold.

For all the experiments we used the same operational definitions and mea-
sures:

e Anidentity is institutionalized insofar as the level of its presence in the complexion
of the polity (landscape) endures despite sustained exposure to negative incentives
for its expression;

¢ An identity has passed a threshold of institutionalization if a nonlinear shift oc-
curs;?

¢ Anidentity is hegemonically institutionalized if its preeminence in the complexion
of the polity endures in at least 90 percent of its histories.’

The Experiments

As noted, the landscapes used to run our initial experiments featured only two
visible (activated) identities—a dominant identity (gray) and a subordinate
identity (black)—although two other identities were available as the unactivated
identity in each agent’s repertoire. The landscapes were inhabited by 2,400
agents. The dimensions were 50 by 50, but the row of 50 agents along the top
and the row of 50 agents along the bottom of the square were established as
“immutable and inactive” boundaries. We produced the landscapes under two
types of conditions: stable and turbulent.

Conditions of turbulence featured increased volatility in the pace at which
biases were reassigned to identities and wider ranges in the biases available
for reassignment. By “volatility” we are referring to the aspect of environmen-
tal change that pertains to how often changes occur in the relative attractive-
ness of one identity over another. By “range” we refer to the potential size of
the changes, however often they occur. Thus, if the incentives and disincen-
tives attached to the particular identities in an agent’s repertoire remain rela-
tively stable over time, that environment could be described as having low
volatility. But if those incentives and disincentives could change greatly, then
that environment could be described as being “risky,” as featuring the potential
for wide swings in the incentives and disincentives attached to particular iden-
tities. We consider environments in which volatility is high and bias range is
wide, or risky, as “turbulent.” For example, the environment for Eastern Euro-
peans in the 1970s and early 1980s was relatively stable with respect to the
attractiveness of individual “activation” of particular identities within their
repertoires. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, following the rather sudden col-
lapse of the Soviet bloc, the rate of change in the relative attractiveness of
available identities increased greatly (higher volatility), as did the range of
variation describing the attractiveness of these identities (greater range, or riski-
ness). In recent years, on the other hand, the incentive structure for identity
activation seems to be more stable. This set of transformations with respect to
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collective identities in Eastern Europe over the period of the last twenty years
would thus be modeled as an initial set of relatively stable and low settings for
bias volatility and range, followed by a period in which settings for volatility
and range increased, followed again by a period in which those settings fell
toward, but perhaps not all the way down to, their original levels.

A crucial element in the simulation involved modeling the level of domi-
nance of an identity in a polity as the proportion of the landscape activating the
identity in question. Then, by varying the initial proportion of the landscape
activating the “superordinate” or “dominant identity,” we could study the ef-
fect of different initial levels of dominance on the extent of subsequent institu-
tionalization. While expecting, of course, that increased initial dominance would
lead to increases in subsequent levels of identity institutionalization, we hy-
pothesized that the rate of change in the degree of increase would not rise in
linear fashion. In other words, if we could identify a non-linear increase in the
expected prevalence or the expected rate of domination of an identity in re-
sponse to an incremental increase at some particular point of initial institu-
tionalization of that dominant identity, we would thereby observe an
institutionalization threshold—a large increase in the “returns to size” (the
contributions toward sustaining dominance associated with increments in the
initial amount of dominance) enjoyed by that identity project.

This hypothesis flows directly from the conclusions of Lustick’s 1993 study,
which treated state boundaries as problematically institutionalized beliefs and
traced staggered and non-linear patterns of change in the level of institutional-
ization of state boundaries over long periods of time. Our hunch is that the
stable sets of expectations that comprise collective identities should behave
similarly and that, if modeled precisely, the assumptions of constructivist iden-
tity theory would produce similar patterns. In regard to the Lustick model of
institutionalization, we hypothesized that there would be two “non-linearities”
or thresholds (a crystallization or regime threshold and a hegemony threshold)
in the returns to size that could be expected by increasing the initial prevalence
of the dominant identity.

Our overall objective was to see if our hypotheses with respect to increasing
returns to size, thresholds of institutionalization, and resistance to the replace-
ment of the initially dominant (most prevalent) identity by a formerly subordi-
nate identity, would be corroborated in both stable and turbulent environments.'°
In our first set of experiments we seeded 11 landscapes at time zero (t = 0),
with increasing percentages of agents activating the “dominant” (gray) iden-
tity. The first landscape was seeded with exactly 1200 (50% of the total popu-
lation) dominant agents and 1200 (50%) subordinate (“gray”) agents. The next
was seeded with 1224 (51%) gray, 1176 (49%) black, and so forth, until the
last was seeded with 1440 (60%) gray, 960 (40%) black. We then ran each of
the landscapes 20 times, allowing each to evolve during 500 generations (t =
500). Thus, we generated and recorded the outcomes of 220 landscapes. Fig-
ure 1 presents a typical screenshot (at t = 500) of a landscape used in the ex-
periment.!!

The results of this experiment are represented in Figure 2. To avoid clutter
we report the data only as percentages. We observe a clear relationship be-
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Figure 2

Effect of Initial Dominant/Subordinate Ratio att = 0 on
Dominance at t = 500 under Stable Conditions
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tween level of early dominance and level of growth. The points we use as a
possible (crystallization) threshold are the landscapes in which 53 percent and
54 percent of agents are gray. Using the rules specified earlier, we can estab-
lish that these two points do bracket a threshold in the relationship between
initial extent of dominance and subsequent extent of dominance under rela-
tively stable conditions.'?
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However, is there a second threshold—a hegemonic threshold? Following
passage through the crystallization threshold we see a slight drop and a level-
ing-off in average dominance. We then see two increases. However, neither of
these increases produces a second threshold according to our rules.”® More-
over, none of our observations meet our criterion for hegemony by exceeding a
level of domination of 90 percent. Thus, within this relatively small range of
variation for initial dominance under stable initial conditions, we observed
increasing returns to size after an initial threshold, but neither a second thresh-
old nor the achievement of hegemonic levels of institutionalization.

Overall these results support our initial (and rather commonsensical) expec-
tation that identities predominate in an environment to the extent that they are
more present in it at the outset. However, they also suggest that even relatively
small margins of initial advantage can translate dependably into sustained lev-
els of predominance, that this transformation can occur suddenly, and that a
higher order regularity (threshold effect) can be observed when multiple histo-
ries are collected.

In the second experiment, we wanted to test the robustness of our findings
and extend our analysis by examining the effect of stressful conditions on the
ability of the dominant identity (DI) to maintain its dominance and further
institutionalize its presence within the agents’ population. First of all, would
the same pattern of a pronounced crystallization threshold appear? Would the
threshold appear at the same point in the baseline level for DI? Addition-
ally, under stressful conditions, and looking further along the continuum
of initial conditions of dominance, would passage of the crystallization
threshold be followed, eventually, by the appearance of hegemonic insti-
tutionalization?

Figure 3
Effect of Size of Dominance at t = 500 on Dominance at t = 1000
under Turbulent Conditions
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Thirty-seven landscapes at t = 500 were used as starting points for this ex-
periment. The numbers of gray-activated agents in these “naturally grown”
landscapes varied across the entire range of dominance at t = 500."* 93.5 per-
cent of the agents were gray in the landscape with the highest initial level of
dominance; 50.4 percent were gray in the landscape with the lowest level of
initial dominance. Each of these landscapes was then run 20 times, under turbulent
conditions, for an additional 500 time-steps to t = 1000. This procedure generated
a total of 740 histories. Data from these runs is displayed in Figure 3.

Under the relatively stable conditions prevailing for the histories displayed
in Figure 2, the result was initial instability preceding a threshold increase
between DI = 53 percent and DI = 54 percent. After this sharp increase, values
of DI at t = 500 continued rising, but not very steeply, until a plateau of sorts
was reached at the point where DI at t = 0 was activated by 58 percent of
agents. In Figure 3, for histories run under turbulent conditions, we also ob-
served a steep rise bracketed by lower and higher levels, but with a jaggedness
(a variability) present in each of the lower and higher zones not found in Fig-
ure 2. But can we consider that the rise in Figure 3, as steep as it may appear,
contains a threshold of institutionalization? Applying our operational defini-
tion we can indeed identify a threshold as located between the ninth and twelfth
values for DI at t = 500: representing DI control over between 62 percent and
65 percent of the landscape at t = 500."

Overall it would appear that stressful or turbulent conditions can produce
favorable opportunities for the subordinate identity, but that the returns to size
may not be reliably enjoyed by the dominant identity until it establishes a
substantially larger margin of superiority. Thus the jaggedness of the results
are associated with higher levels of turbulence that open more opportunities
for identities, whether dominant or subordinate initially, to achieve lopsided
victories. Specifically, the steep rise in the payoff of initial dominance under
conditions of stress occurred only after the dominant identity controlled 62
percent of the landscape and reached a plateau once it was activated across 75
percent of agents. In the earlier experiment, under stable conditions, we saw
that the threshold appeared at levels of initial dominance of 53 percent of the
population and reached a plateau once it was activated across 60 percent of
agents.!® Thus, while an institutionalization threshold appears under both con-
ditions, our experiments suggest that turbulence can delay its appearance and
delay the point at which one can expect the reliable reproduction of dominance
as well. Further evidence for this interpretation is drawn from the fact that the
average standard deviation for histories run under turbulent conditions is 72
percent larger than that for histories run under stable conditions.

Using the data displayed in Figure 4 we can study institutionalization ef-
fects in a different way—not by measuring prevalence scores but by noting
how often the initially dominant identity was dominant at the end of the his-
tory. Figure 4 displays the results of the same experiment described in Figure
3, but showing how often the initially dominant identity was still dominant at
the end of the history. We see that a crystallization threshold of institutional-
ization is observed, and that it appears at approximately the same location as
when the dependent measure is average extent of dominance rather than reli-
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Figure 4
Percent of Histories in which Dominant Identity at t = 500
Remained as Dominant at t = 1000
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