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attributes as given but identity categories as socially constructed, Chandra and Boulet (2012) 
provide a “thinly constructivist” approach to political identity formation.

Assignment to an identity category or social group, either by oneself or by someone else, 
will involve a shared understanding about the ways in which possession of certain attributes 
corresponds to membership in particular groups. This shared understanding is likely to have 
been built up over many years, decades, centuries, or even longer. As an example, suppose 
that a country’s population is divided according to the region (North or South) and language 
(French or Dutch) associated with one’s parents and that a social understanding has devel-
oped over the years that “who you are” is related to your ancestral language and region. 
Potential identity categories in this country would, therefore, be drawn from the possible 
combinations of these two attributes. The attributes of individuals in this country will obvi-
ously be distributed in a particular way. In Table 14.5, we list the two attributes in our hypo-
thetical country and the proportion of the population (a, b, c, d) embodying each possible 
combination of attributes.

Table 14.5 
    Attributes and Possible Combinations of Attributes  

in a Hypothetical Country

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner a b

Southerner c d

Note: Letters indicate the proportion of the population embodying each possible combination of attributes.

In Table 14.6, we list all nine of the potential identity categories (social groups) that could 
be formed (socially constructed) in our hypothetical country. These “potential” identity 
categories are sometimes referred to as “latent” identity categories. But which of the potential 
identity categories shown in Table 14.6 will be “activated” or “politicized”? The answer to this 
question is not immediately obvious.

To some extent, how attributes map onto actual identity categories is likely to depend on 
the distribution and correlation of those attributes. For example, if the attributes are uncor-
related (not associated) with each other and fairly evenly distributed across the population, 
then there may be a propensity for each combination of attributes to be thought of as a sepa-
rate identity group and activated as such. For example, suppose that the attributes in our 
hypothetical country are uncorrelated and that the population is evenly distributed as in 
Table 14.7. In this scenario, our hypothetical country is said to have cross-cutting attributes. 
All other things being equal, the identity categories (northerner, southerner, French speaker, 
Dutch speaker) are equally distinctive and, presumably, equally likely to be activated. Indeed, 
either of these cleavages—North versus South or French speaking versus Dutch speaking—is 
as likely to be activated and politicized as the four-way cleavage (French-speaking northerner, 
Dutch-speaking northerner, French-speaking southerner, Dutch-speaking southerner).




