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ethnic lines, whereas others are divided mainly along class, religious, linguistic, or regional 
ones? What determines which social cleavages become politicized and salient? In sum, what 
explains why we get the types of parties that we do? Unfortunately, comparative political 
scientists have only just begun to examine these sorts of questions in any great detail. As yet, 
they have not developed a fully worked-out theory of politicized cleavages. Nonetheless, 
recent research suggests that the distribution of individual attributes in society and the elec-
toral institutions in a country are likely to be key parts of any such theory (Chandra 2004, 
2006; Chandra and Boulet 2012; Posner 2004, 2005).4 In what follows, we present the general 
contours of this research, drawing heavily on insights from Chandra and Boulet (2012).

The basic premise in this new research is that individuals are multifaceted and have a 
repertoire of attributes, such as religion, language, class, gender, skin color, and so on, that 

makes them eligible for membership in some identity 
category or social group. The attributes of individuals 
can obviously take on different values. For example, 
consider the attribute of religion. An individual might 
be Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, atheist, 

or something else. In Table 14.4, we list some attributes that individuals might have and pos-
sible values that these attributes can take on. Chandra and Boulet (2012) take an individual’s 
attributes as given, self-evident, and sticky (hard to change). In contrast, they assume that 
identity categories are socially constructed. In other words, whether identity categories or 
social groups form around all workers, just black workers, just male workers, or just black 
male workers who are tall and who happen to be political scientists, and so on, is not some-
thing that is natural or objective but something that is determined by the choices of social 
actors over time (and the institutional context in which they make those choices). By taking 

4. The roots of this recent research can be traced to Laitin (1986, 1992, 1998).

An attribute is a characteristic that qualifies an 
individual for membership in an identity category. An 
identity category is a social group in which an 
individual can place herself.

Table 14.4      Individual Attributes and Possible Attribute Values

Attribute Possible attribute values

Class Worker, bourgeoisie

Skin color Black, white

Nationality English, American, Nigerian

Profession Political scientist, plumber, doctor

Region North, south, east, west

Origin Foreign, native

Height Tall, short




