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uncorrelated and that the population is evenly distributed as in Table 13.4. In this scenario, our 

hypothetical country is said to have cross-cutting attributes. The identity categories northerner, 

southerner, French speaker, and Dutch speaker are equally distinctive and, presumably, equally 

likely to be activated. Indeed, either of these cleavages—north versus south or French speak-

ing 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.

Now suppose the attributes in our hypothetical country are highly correlated as in Table 

13.5. When attributes are highly correlated like this, the effective number of attribute reper-

toires is likely to be smaller. A country with highly correlated attributes is said to have reinforc-

ing attributes. This is because knowing that a person’s family is from the north in Table 13.5 

allows one to predict with a fair amount of confidence that their ancestral language is Dutch. 

Similarly, knowing that a person’s family is from the south allows one to predict that their 

ancestral language is likely to be French. In such circumstances it seems plausible to predict that 

the identity categories that will be activated or politicized will be “French-speaking southern-

ers” and “Dutch-speaking northerners.”

A similar distribution of attributes to that shown in Table 13.5 is found in Belgium. Belgium 

is a country that’s profoundly cleaved along ethnolinguistic and regional lines. The division 

of the Belgian people into separate ethnic communities is the product of deep-seated histori-

cal processes. The east-west line dividing French-speaking Wallonia from Dutch-speaking 

Flanders has been said to mark the northernmost reaches of the Roman province of Gaul in the 

fourth century.

Although it’s hard to overstate the salience of these types of boundaries, it’s important to recog-

nize 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 we examined in Chapter 12 are one such factor. Different electoral rules can lead to 

the activation of different identity categories in countries that have identical distributions of attri-

butes. For example, imagine we have two countries A and B in which attributes are identically dis-

tributed as shown in Table 13.6. The only difference between the two countries is that the electoral 

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.25 0.25

Southerner 0.25 0.25

TABLE 13.4 ■    Cross-Cutting Attributes

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.03 0.57

Southerner 0.36 0.04

TABLE 13.5 ■    Reinforcing Attributes




