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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 entrepreneur, which 

identity categories would you try to politicize if you wanted to gain national office?

One way to think about this is to recall the logic of building government coalitions we pre-

sented in Chapter 11. Let’s start by thinking about country A. According to the logic of “least 

minimal winning coalitions,” French-speaking northerners in country A have strong incentives 

to form a coalition with Dutch-speaking northerners. Similarly, French-speaking southerners 

have strong incentives to form a coalition with Dutch-speaking southerners. Both coalitions 

could expect to gain the required 50 percent of the vote to win national office.5 In this scenario, 

each election would effectively be decided by a flip of a coin. In fact, whoever was more effec-

tive out of the French-speaking northerners and French-speaking southerners at building ties 

with the Dutch speakers could expect to win every election. This means that political parties 

in country A are likely to compete on the basis of how effective they are at generating interlin-

guistic cooperation. By doing this, though, the political parties would, in effect, be reinforcing 

regional divisions. As a result, the main politicized cleavage in country A is likely to be regional, 

and the party system is likely to be characterized by regional parties.

What about country B where winning requires getting at least 60 percent of the vote? One 

possible scenario in country B is that a coalition will form between northern French speakers 

and southern French speakers. Such a coalition could expect to win 80 percent of the vote. In 

these circumstances, Dutch speakers would be a permanent minority. In this case, the main 

politicized cleavage, and the party system, would be linguistic. The only thing that’s changed 

between country A, where linguistic cooperation is likely, and country B, where the exclusion of 

linguistic outgroups is likely, is the electoral threshold.

The importance of electoral institutions to the politicization of social cleavages can also be 

seen if we examine how identity categories might be activated in countries that share the same 

electoral rules but differ in their distribution of attributes. Imagine that two countries C and D 

have the same electoral rules such that gaining office requires 60 percent of the vote. The only 

difference between the two countries is that the attributes in country C are distributed as in 

5 You might think that French-speaking northerners and French-speaking southerners would coalesce into a French-

speaking coalition. Such a coalition would easily win an election. However, this coalition requires that government 

resources and offices be split among 80 percent of the population. In contrast, a northern or southern coalition is suffi-

ciently large to win and would require splitting the same resources and offices among only 50 percent of the people. The 

higher average “payoffs” from the regional coalitions mean that people would defect from the French-speaking coalition. 

This is consistent with the idea that political entrepreneurs have incentives to form least minimal winning coalitions and 

not just minimal winning coalitions.

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.40 0.10

Southerner 0.40 0.10

TABLE 13.6 ■    A Hypothetical Distribution of Attributes




