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North (Flanders), and a small German-speaking community that lives primarily in the East 
in a region that was part of Germany before World War I.

Clearly, the division of the people of Belgium into separate ethnic “communities” is the 
product of deep-seated historical processes. For example, the East-West line dividing 
French-speaking Wallonia from Dutch-speaking Flanders has been said to mark the north-
ernmost reaches of the Roman province of Gaul in the fourth century. Thus, the line repre-
sents, in many ways, a historic dividing line between Frankish and Germanic cultures. If one 
drives through the region, one can immediately sense the change as one travels between 
towns such as Lille and Charleroi on the southern side of the line and Ghent and Leuven on 
the northern side. It is hard to overstate the cultural and political salience of such a 
boundary—a boundary, we should note, that is centuries older than the Mason-Dixon Line 
that is said to divide the North and South in the United States.

Although it is hard to overstate the salience of these types of boundaries, it is important 
to recognize that many such divisions exist around the world, and their salience rises and 
falls in different periods and different places. This variation in salience suggests that we 
should look for other factors that might influence which potential identity categories in a 
society get activated or politicized. The electoral rules that we examined in the previous 
chapter are one such factor. Different electoral rules can lead to the activation of different 
identity categories in countries that have identical distributions of attributes. For example, 
imagine that we have two countries, A and B, in which attributes are identically distributed 
as shown in Table 14.9. The only difference between the two countries is that the electoral 
institutions in country A are such that gaining national office requires 50 percent of the vote 
and the electoral institutions in country B are such that gaining national office requires 60 
percent of the vote. How do you think this difference in electoral rules will influence which 
identity categories will get activated or politicized in the two countries? If you were a political 

Table 14.8      Reinforcing Attributes

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.03 0.57

Southerner 0.36 0.04

Table 14.9      A Hypothetical Distribution of Attributes

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.40 0.10

Southerner 0.40 0.10




