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Abstract
The Catalan secessionist parties, if added together, have won all the elections to the Parliament of Catalonia from 2010
to 2021. Their voters have been increasingly mobilized since the start of the controversial reform process of the Statute
of Autonomy (2004–2010). The aim of this article is twofold. First, it intends to test whether language is the strongest pre‐
dictor in preferring independence in two separate and distinct moments, 1996 and 2020. And second, to assess whether
its strength has changed—and how—between both years. Only the most exogenous variables to the dependent variable
are used in each of two logistic regressions to avoid problems of endogeneity: sex, age, size of town of residence, place of
birth of the individual and of their parents, first language (L1), and educational level. Among them, L1 was—and still is—the
most powerful predictor, although it is not entirely determinative. The secessionist movement not only gathers a plurality
of Catalan native speakers, but it receives a not insignificant level of support among those who have Spanish as their L1.
Conversely, the unionist group, despite being composed primarily by people who have Spanish as their L1 and have their
family origins outside Catalonia, has a native Catalan‐speakingminority inside. This imperfect division,which is basedon eth‐
nolinguistic alignments—and whose relevance cannot be neglected—alleviates the likelihood of an ethnic‐based conflict.
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1. Introduction

Secessionism, since the first successful declaration of
independence was signed in 1776, is present in the polit‐
ical reality worldwide. Indeed, between 1945 and 2011,
an average of 52 active secessionist movements per year
has been identified (Griffiths, 2015). In parallel, there
are two major approaches to analyse them: compara‐
tive studies and case studies. The latter is the option
taken here, with the intention of bringing some clues to
understand the growth of secessionism in Catalonia in
recent years.

The Catalan case has received some attention
because it is a secessionist process within a consolidated

democracy, and within a relatively heterogeneous soci‐
ety, in linguistic and cultural terms. This heterogeneity
is the result of several waves of immigration over the
last decades. As a result, 36.4% of the population liv‐
ing in Catalonia were born outside of Catalonia (Institut
d’Estadística de Catalunya, 2020). In this context, the
Catalan language, a traditional marker of “Catalanness,”
went from being the first language (L1) of the vast major‐
ity of the Catalan population in 1900 (de Rosselló Peralta
et al., 2020), to becoming L1 of only 31.5% of the popu‐
lation. Nonetheless, it is the reported language of iden‐
tification of 43.2% of the population, while 94.4% say
they understand Catalan and 81.2% can speak it (Institut
d’Estadística de Catalunya, 2018).
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At the beginning of the democratic period in Spain,
the percentage of secessionists was relatively low (in
1979 it was 8.6%, according to Centro de Investigaciones
Sociológicas [CIS], 1979). Between 1990 and 2010, it
fluctuated around one‐third of the population (see CIS,
1996, 2001; Institut de Ciències Polítiques i Socials [ICPS],
2020). From 2011 to the present, the percentage has
been around 44% (see Centre d’Estudis d’Opinió [CEO],
2021a, 2021b; ICPS, 2020). Therefore, in a few years,
the growth of independence has been quite important,
and it must be explained in the context of the political
events that have taken place in Catalonia (Argelaguet,
2014; Casas et al., 2019; Colomines i Companys, 2020;
Orriols & Rodon, 2016; Rico & Liñeira, 2014).

In this sense, the fact that the percentage of seces‐
sionists in Catalonia, either in the polls (about 44%) or in
the electoral results (in the 2021 elections, the combined
pro‐independence parties obtained 51% of the votes), is
striking because it is higher than the percentage of peo‐
ple who have Catalan as their L1 (about 32%) or even the
percentage of those with Catalan as “language of iden‐
tification” (43%). This difference could be considered
an outcome of the decision made by the main Catalan
nationalist parties to promote a political discoursewhose
aim is to go beyond the perimeter of its core ethnic
group, Catalan native speakers. The main leaders of
the Catalan secessionist movement—Artur Mas, presi‐
dent of the Catalan government and Oriol Junqueras,
president of the Republican Left of Catalonia (ERC;
Argelaguet, 2011)—have underlined, for instance, that
in an eventual independent Catalonia, the Catalan and
the Spanish languages will be official languages (Barbeta,
2012; Junqueras, 2012). This compromise, however, gen‐
erated a great debate within the ranks of the seces‐
sionist movement with hard‐fought positions (Sendra,
2016), and links with the more academic debate on the
scope of the civic component that has been historically
detected in Catalan nationalism (Conversi, 1997; Keating,
1996; McRoberts, 2001). However, other authors have
provided data that would seriously question this thesis
(Álvarez‐Gálvez et al., 2018; Miley, 2007).

The aim of this article is to check whether there has
been a change over time in the role of the language
in explaining the secessionist preferences that exist in
Catalonia. Themethodological option followed is tomake
a comparison of the data of two surveys conducted at
two very different moments in time and in very differ‐
ent political contexts: 1996 and 2020. 1996 was the high‐
est point of collaboration in the governance of Spain by
the moderate Catalan nationalist force Convergència i
Unió (CiU; Barrio & Barberà, 2011). On the other hand,
in 2020, secessionism had most seats in the Parliament
of Catalonia.

For each year, I have used strictly the same model
of a logistic regression, with the same variables, to see
the elements of change and continuity, and whether
the exacerbation of the conflict has produced changes
in the internal composition based on linguistic groups

of the two opposing poles: the secessionist and the
non‐secessionist. The variables used are the maximum
possible exogenous to the dependent variable (the per‐
centage of supporters of independence) to avoid prob‐
lems of endogeneity or inverted causality: sex, age, size
of town of residence, place of birth of the individual and
of their parents, L1, and educational level.

Therefore, the proposed analysis allows increasing
knowledge about a specific case that has aroused some
interest in recent years, while providing data that will
contrast the Catalan case with other cases and, perhaps,
improve the knowledge that has been generated with
their comparative analysis. The article will proceed as fol‐
lows: In the next sections, I will present some theoretical
considerations about the study of nationalism and seces‐
sionism. Then, I will present the data and methodology,
show the results and address their discussion. I conclude
by pointing out some clues to understand the framework
through which the political debate in Catalonia can take
place in the coming years.

2. Theoretical Background

The study of secessionism is linked to the study of nation‐
alism. Inside the latter, there is a very relevant debate,
propelled from the seminal work of Hans Kohn, about
the existence of two types of nationalism, civic and eth‐
nic (Kohn, 1944). The first one is based on the idea of
inclusiveness, so that an individual’s belonging to the
nation is linked to voluntary elements, including adher‐
ence to legal norms. In contrast, the latter assumes that
being a member of a nation is due to ascriptive ele‐
ments, including ancestry, blood inheritance, or customs.
This dichotomy, despite having been widely used, is crit‐
icized for being more normative than descriptive (Tamir,
2019) because its two components—“civic nationalism”
and “ethnic nationalism”—are loaded terms and, more‐
over, “ethnic nationalism” is used pejoratively (Yacobson,
2013); others consider that is perhaps not a dichotomy
but a continuum (Smith, 1991) because these are con‐
cepts with blurred borders that, in addition, are over‐
burdened by usage, by the actors in the political conflict
(Brubaker, 2004); in this case, this distinction—described
as “Manichean” because one is good and the other
bad—is “both normatively and analytically problematic”
(Brubaker, 1998, p. 274).

Despite all this debate, this typology remains widely
used in quantitative analysis, as is the case of the stud‐
ies based on questions on national identity that have
been included in the International Social Survey Program
over several years. Using factor analysis, two dimensions
have been identified from the answers given to the ques‐
tion of how important some elements are to define one’s
own national identity. The question is posed as follows in
the questionnaire: “Some people say that the following
things are important for being truly [nationality]. Others
say they are not important. How important do you think
each of the following is?”, and the respondent was then
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asked about the importance of: (a) having been born in
country X; (b) having country X’s citizenship; (c) having
lived in country X for most of one’s life; (d) being able to
speak country X’s language; (e) being of a certain domi‐
nant religion; (f) respecting country X’s nationality, politi‐
cal institutions, and laws; and (g) feeling a certain nation‐
ality (International Social Survey Program, 2015).

This empirical approach raises some problematic
issues: There is a great diversity of interpretations of
data (Jayet, 2012); there are discrepancies about how to
label the dimensions that were found; and there is no
same constant classification for all countries of the seven
items in their respective dimensions. Moreover, there
is a quite important level of association among all the
items that can blur the dimensions. Nonetheless, items
that include “to be born,” “to have country’s citizen‐
ship,” “to have lived,” and “religion” are usually linked to
an ethnic dimension; and items “language,” “to respect
political institutions,” and “to feel” link back to a civic
dimension (Larsen, 2017). In addition, however, some
items are not easily attributable to the “civic” or “ethnic”
dimension, as is the case of “language,” “an element of
ethnic nationalism (a heritage of a culture) and, at the
same time, it belongs to civic nationalism as an instru‐
ment of communication and of the participation in polit‐
ical institutions” (Jayet, 2012, p. 72). This debate is also
present in the Catalan case (Álvarez‐Gálvez et al., 2018).
On the one hand, the Catalan language is the most obvi‐
ous ethnic cultural marker of Catalan identity but, on the
other hand, the language can be learned and become
a source of social integration so that language barriers
become permeable, which means that the language can
be clearly distinguished from other ascriptive attributes,
such as familial descent (Miley, 2007).

When the object of study becomes more focused on
the analysis of secessionism, the initial point of refer‐
ence is the seminal contribution of Donald L. Horowitz,
who argues that the secessionism is explained in the
framework of the intersection of ethnic identity and
the socio‐economic development of the groups involved.
In poorer regions, through elites who exploit the resent‐
ment of the masses, secessionist ideologies are more
likely to develop (Horowitz, 1985). At the same time,
he shows that the relationship between ethnic diversity
and severe ethnic conflict is nonmonotonic, with less
violence for highly homogeneous and highly heteroge‐
neous countries.

From here, the analysis of secessionism is devoted to
answering several questions: Which are the factors that
activate secessionism—once it is assessed that the cul‐
tural identity is very important but it is not determinant
(Sorens, 2005)—given that there is awidespread range of
competing hypotheses revolving around economic, cul‐
tural, and political factors? Does decentralization—and if
so, under what circumstances—calm or ignite secession‐
ism (Brancati, 2006)? Is secessionism (or, more broadly,
ethnolinguistic mobilization) associated with violence
(Brubaker & Laitin, 1998)? Is language conflict a pre‐

scription for violence, or rather can language conflict,
“under certain potentially incendiary conditions…help to
contain violence” (Laitin, 2000, p. 98)? Finally, does the
probability of conflict depend on ethnic diversity, as
measured by the index of ethnic fractionalization (ELF).
Despite it being widely used, the ELF receives some crit‐
icism: It is difficult to count all the groups, and it does
not take into account the cultural distance among groups
(Fearon, 2003), its historical evolution (Drazanova, 2020),
or the polarization between them (Esteban et al., 2012).

However, with the intention of overcoming the short‐
comings of the analyses compared to a very large N, it
may be convenient to resort to case studies to test gen‐
eral propositions in more detailed contexts and explore
what are the elements that explain the growth of seces‐
sionism as, for instance, the present case of Catalonia.

In the Catalan case, like in other cases, secession‐
ism can be analysed with electoral and other socio‐
demographic aggregated data or using opinion polls.
With survey data, one can identify the strong predic‐
tors for independence, among them there is the national
identification of the individual, also commonly referred
to as subjective national identity (SNI). Because this vari‐
able is widely present in most of the analysis, it is helpful
to clarify the problems associated with its use.

The SNI is operationalized through the so‐called
“Linz‐Moreno question” (Moreno, 2006), which, despite
its great academic use, has some problems: It does not
adequately capture the identity intensity or linearitywith
national feelings and collects the existence of a large, too
heterogeneous intermediate group (Guinjoan & Rodon,
2016). In addition, the Catalan case has the problem of
multiple meanings of the terms “Spanish” and “Catalan”
(both can have a national or administrative meaning);
and that of not being formulated in an excluding way
(Cussó et al., 2018). However, the use of this scale is very
common and has generated a large amount of data that
allows comparative analysis in space and time.

The SNI in Catalonia has changed over the years.
These changes have beenmore important between 1991
and 2006 than between 2010 and 2020, the years of the
acceleration of the bid for independence (Table 1).

To explain the SNI, several aspects of the social‐
ization process have to be considered: family (Rico &
Jennings, 2012), school (Clots‐Figueras &Masella, 2013),
media (Hierro, 2010; Oller et al., 2019), government
action (Martínez‐Herrera, 2002). However, their impacts
depend on the socio‐demographic environment of each
person (Barceló, 2014; Rodon & Guinjoan, 2018).

Moreover, Serrano (2013) has proposed going
beyond the sociodemographic factors that are given
by birth, emphasizing the intervention of other rele‐
vant variables linked to nation‐building policies, asso‐
ciated with changes in the institutional context that
resulted from devolution arrangements, as the indepen‐
dent effect of media consumption in Catalan or, even,
the support for fiscal autonomy. Despite all these ele‐
ments, L1 is the key predictor for explaining SNI and, by
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Table 1. Evolution of the subjective national identity in Catalonia (1991–2020).

1991 1996 2006 2010 2011 2020

Only Spanish + More Spanish than Catalan 17.4 24.4 10.8 9.4 9.0 10.1
Equally Spanish as Catalan 46.7 36.5 44.3 42.5 42.8 39.2
Only Catalan + More Catalan than Spanish 35.3 36.7 41.7 45.8 46.4 44.7

DK/DA 0.6 2.4 3.2 2.3 1.8 6.0

N 1.972 797 2.000 2.000 2.500 6.000

ICPS CIS 2228 CEO 367 CEO 612 CEO 652 CEO 20201

Notes: The usual five categories have been collapsed into three; 1 In 2020, it is the merger of the CEO’s three surveys: No. 962, no. 974,
and no. 985. Sources: CEO (2006, 2010, 2011, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c), CIS (1996), ICPS (1991).

extension, the preference for independence (Chernyha
& Burg, 2012).

Therefore, even though it is a verified fact that the
older generations have been replaced by more pro‐
independence generations (Bartomeus, 2018), the signif‐
icant increase in secessionism from 2010 onward would
not be explained by the small changes in the SNI. For
this reason, other complementary hypotheses have been
raised, such as risk aversion by gender (Verge et al.,
2015), or, above all, that the growth of secessionism
would have been driven by political elites in an outbid‐
ding process (Barrio & Rodríguez‐Teruel, 2017). As an
alternative to this top‐down hypothesis, others raise
the bottom‐up one, that is, there would have been
a very intense pro‐secession popular mobilization that,
through large demonstrations or holding popular consul‐
tations (Muñoz & Guinjoan, 2013), would have pushed
the parties, from 2008, to act in favour of independence
(Dowling, 2014).

Without being able to ignore the weight of the SNI,
other analyses have focused on fiscal policy preferences
(Boylan, 2015), on individual exposure to the effects of
the global economy (Hierro & Queralt, 2020), and on the
concurrence of instrumental and welfare maximizing rea‐
sons (Muñoz & Tormos, 2015). However, with aggregate
or individual level data, others state that there would be
no relationship between crisis and the rise of secession‐
ism (Bel et al., 2019; Cuadras‐Morató & Rodon, 2019), or
find that the pro‐independence vote in 2017 is more tied
to individuals’ place of birth and that, in contrast, typically
economic predictors (GDP per capita, poverty level, or
unemployment level) are not relevant (Maza et al., 2019).

In conclusion, to explain secessionism in Catalonia,
instead of re‐including the SNI due to measurement
and endogeneity problems with the dependent variable
(Tormos et al., 2015), I will use the variables that are
as exogenous as possible to it: L1, individual’s place of
birth and their parents’ place of birth, gender, age, size
of town of residence, and level of education. It has been
ruled out to include the ideological variable, measured
through self‐location on the left–right axis, because in
Catalonia it carries an endogenous component linked to
the national question (Dinas, 2012).

In consequence of the previous exposition, the
hypotheses that are going to be tested are the follow‐
ing ones:

H1: Language is one of the basic features defining
an ethnic group (Fishman, 1999, p. 4); it is able
to generate a nationalist movement and even pro‐
pose a secessionist project; is the most relevant
predictor of the socio‐demographic variables con‐
sidered. So, in the case of Catalonia, and in both
years under analysis, those citizens with Catalan as
their L1 will have more probabilities of being in
favour of independence than those citizens whose L1
is Spanish.

H2: Given that it is well established that the esca‐
lation of a national conflict—like one related to
independence—may lead to a growing social divide
alongside language groups, it is expected that the
weight of language as a predictor of secessionism
in any person will increase its importance if the
context becomes politically agitated. So, in the case
of Catalonia, between 1996 and 2020, the likeli‐
hood of wanting independence if the L1 of this per‐
son is Catalan (in contrast to if their L1 is Spanish)
will increase. Specifically, it should be noted that
the growth of secessionism will be proportionally
stronger amongCatalanswith Catalan as their L1 than
among the rest of the people. If this happens, it will
be evidence that the independence process would
have reinforced the social division based on the lin‐
guistic alignment of individuals.

H3: The growing warming of the political debate
in a context where the language factor is relevant
must imply that each language group will be progres‐
sively aligned with each option (Catalan native speak‐
ers with independence and Spanish native speak‐
ers with non‐independence). The outcome will be
that in both blocs—for and against independence—
their language diversity will be reduced, measured
by applying the formula for effective number of par‐
ties to calculate the effective number of language
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groups (ENLG). In this sense, ENLG = 1/∑n
i=1 p

2
i , within

a society or a group of people containing several lan‐
guage groups, where pi is the language group propor‐
tion in the society (or other grouping), according to
their L1.

However, because in the case of Catalonia there is
enough evidence that the secessionist movement has
intended to avoid the risk of social division by under‐
lining that the current linguistic rights of all will not be
changed in an eventual Catalan republic (where Catalan
and Spanishwill be official languages), it will be expected
that this homogenization will not only not grow within
the secessionist bloc, but, instead, its internal diver‐
sity in language groups will increase. This fact could be
interpreted as a relatively successful result for the pro‐
independence movement of having appealed in its polit‐
ical discourse to elements contrary to the division of soci‐
ety by language alignments.

3. Data and Methodology

The data for this analysis comes from two face‐to‐face
surveys. One is the 1996 Study 2228 of the CIS. The sec‐
ond is themerger of the threewaves of the 2020 Political
Opinion Barometer of the CEO. Despite CIS depending
on the Spanish government and CEO on the Catalan one,
there is no evidence of substantial bias in their data.
They both follow rigorous validation mechanisms of the
methodology for obtaining the data, which are widely
used by the academic community thanks to their poli‐
cies of transparency. Moreover, at CEO, the samples are
designed considering cross‐quotas of gender, age, and
place of birth.

The dependent variable is the opinion regard‐
ing the independence of Catalonia, and it has been
dichotomized (Table 2).

The independent variables included in the logistic
regressions are as exogenous as possible to the depen‐
dent variable, so that the sense of causality was unidirec‐
tional and endogeneity problemswere avoided. The vari‐

ables are sex, age, size of town, individuals’ place of
birth, parents’ place of birth, L1, and level of educa‐
tion. L1 is a trait on which the individual has no capacity
for choice, and it is prior to the self‐conscious formula‐
tion of one’s own identity. As for the level of education
achieved, despite being the result of a set of diverse fac‐
tors, I have incorporated it into the analysis because lack‐
ing an appropriate measure of social class or socioeco‐
nomic status, education could be used as a proxy predic‐
tor of social economic status. The frequencies of these
variables and their cross tabulation with the dependent
variable are shown in Table 1A in the Supplementary File.
In this table, two variables have been added, although
they are not used in the analysis.

In the next section, I will show the results of the two
logistic regressions. The same model has been used to
compare the data in 1996 with that of 2020. In the inde‐
pendent variables, the base group is always the first cat‐
egory listed.

4. Results and Discussion

The two regressions return similar results in terms of the
direction of the association between the categories of
the independent variables and the dependent variable,
except for sex and age group. Statistical significance is
higher in the 2020 data. Pseudo‐R2 (0.280 in 1996 and
0.321 in 2020) and correctly classified cases (74.8% in
1996 and 73.8% in 2020) are similar (Table 3).

To clearly show the main findings, in Table 3 there
are the odds ratios (the Exp(B) of both regressions) and
their equivalence in probabilities of wanting indepen‐
dence in relationship to the base group (the first category
in each variable).

Gender is associated differently in both years. While
in 1996, being male reduces the chances of agreeing
with independence, in 2020 it is the other way around
and, in addition, it is with minimal statistical significance.
It could be explained by the combination of the possi‐
ble likelihood of the proximity of independence with risk
aversion, more present among women.

Table 2. Opinion about the independence of Catalonia (1996 and 2020).

1996 (CIS 2228, N = 747) 2020 (CEO, N = 6.000)
Personally, would you be in favour or against Do you want Catalonia to become an
that Catalonia was independent? independent State?

In favour/yes 33.2 43.5
Against/no 52.9 48.9
DK 10.7 5.9
DA 2.1. 1.7
Missing 1.1.

Total 100 100
Independence? 33.2 (In favour) 43.5 (Yes)

68.8 (All other answers) 56.5 (All other answers)
Note: In 2020, it is the merger of the CEO’s studies no. 962, no. 974, and no. 985. Sources: CIS (1996), CEO (2020a, 2020b, 2020c).
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Table 3. Logistic regressions (1996 and 2020).

1996 2020

% %
B St.Err sig Exp(B) probability B St.Err. sig Exp(B) probability

Sex
Female
Male −0.046 0.180 0.955 48.85 0.102 0.061 * 1.108 52.56

Age group
18‐24 years
25–34 −0.086 0.294 0.918 47.86 0.117 0.136 1.124 52.92
35–44 0.064 0.319 1.066 51.60 0.312 0.128 ** 1.366 57.73
45–54 0.427 0.356 1.533 60.52 0.578 0.128 *** 1.783 64.07
55–64 0.070 0.381 1.072 51.74 0.732 0.133 *** 2.078 67.51
65–74 −0.197 0.404 0.821 45.09 0.525 0.137 *** 1.691 62.84
>74 years −0.897 0.521 * 0.408 28.98 0.561 0.158 *** 1.752 63.66

Size of town
Less than 2.001
2.001–10.000 −0.116 0.383 0.891 47.12 −0.287 0.163 * 0.751 42.89
10.001–50.000 −0.281 0.368 0.755 43.02 −0.422 0.154 *** 0.656 39.61
50.001–150.0001 −0.025 0.422 0.975 49.37 −0.865 0.160 *** 0.421 29.63
150.001–400.0001 −0.372 0.385 0.689 40.79 −0.698 0.169 *** 0.497 33.20
Barcelona −0.098 0.358 0.907 47.56 −0.722 0.159 *** 0.486 32.71

Birth
Other answers
Born in Catalonia 0.679 0.292 ** 1.972 66.35 0.570 0.090 *** 1.768 63.87

Parents’ origins
Both parents out
of Catalonia

One parent in Cat. 0.465 0.337 1.593 61.43 0.332 0.097 *** 1.394 58.23
Both born in Cat. 0.526 0.321 1.691 62.84 0.619 0.105 *** 1.857 65.00

L1
Spanish
Both Cat. & Spa. 0.859 0.583 2.360 70.24 0.555 0.149 *** 1.742 63.53
Catalan 1.206 0.285 *** 3.341 76.96 1.360 0.089 *** 3.898 79.58
Other answer 0.294 0.609 1.342 57.30 0.569 0.174 *** 1.767 63.86
DK/DA 2.389 1.259 * 10.905 91.60 0.710 0.618 2.035 67.05

Education
Less than primary
Primary 0.133 0.276 1.143 53.34 0.301 0.113 *** 1.352 57.48
Secondary 0.156 0.319 1.169 53.90 0.625 0.116 *** 1.868 65.13
Superior 0.591 0.331 * 1.806 64.36 0.807 0.119 *** 2.242 69.15
DK/DA & other 0.807 1.027 2.240 69.14 0.198 0.676 1.218 54.91

Constant −2.018 0.510 *** 0.133 −1.954 0.216 *** 0.142 52.56

N 747 6000
Log likelihood 2 781.503 6576.100
Nagelkerke R2 0.280 0.321
Correct % 74.8 73.8
Chi‐squared 168.057 1640.501
df 23 23
p‐value 0.000 0.000
Notes: 1 In 1996, 50.001–100.000; 100.001–400.000; * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01; dependent variable is the desire for indepen‐
dence; percentage of probabilities: Exp(B)/(1 + Exp(B)) × 100.
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As for the age group, in 1996, the chances of agree‐
ing with independence increase in some categories with
respect to the base group, but in others they decrease, as
in the case of those over 74, the only one with statistical
significance. It could be a generational effect: The individ‐
uals in this group were of military age during the Spanish
Civil War. By 2020, the chances of wanting independence
increase in all categories compared to the base group.
The fact that this group, of those who have lived through
the independence process in their teens, has the low‐
est percentage of secessionists of all, and the fact that
the group of 55 to 64 year olds has the highest percent‐
age of secessionists, would nuance the alleged role that
has been played in the process of socialization by the
media and the education system under the responsibility
of the Government of Catalonia—which is in the hands
of Catalan nationalists (Miley & Garvía, 2019; Tobeña,
2017). In any case, an analysis of the effects of age,
cohort, and period on the will to independence, and con‐
sidering the main effect of primary socialization will be
needed. Thus, in 1996, among young people aged 18–24
and with Spanish as L1, those who agreed with indepen‐
dence were part of the 20.3%. In this same subgroup,
in 2020, the pro‐independence individuals are 20.7%.
But, among young people aged 18–24 and with Catalan
as L1, those who agreed with independence are part
of the 54.8%. In this same subgroup, in 2020, the pro‐
independence individuals are 67.2%.

The size of the town of residence is also associated
with the will for independence in both years, although
with different statistical significance. The larger the town
is, the lower the chances of wanting independence com‐
pared to the base group are (the smaller towns). This cir‐
cumstance is linked to the presence of more inhabitants
from Spanish immigration in the big cities, most of them
surrounding Barcelona, and in Barcelona itself.

Being born in Catalonia significantly increases
the likelihood of agreeing or wanting independence.
However, probabilities are slightly reduced in 2020.
There is also an incremental positive effect when the
individual’s parents are both born in Catalonia (or at
least one parent), compared to those who do not have
any parent born in Catalonia. Therefore, the idea that
primary socialization becomes a relevant factor as a pre‐
dictor of secessionism is reinforced. However, secession‐
ism has not grown evenly in both groups. Between 1996
and 2020, in the group of both parents born outside
Catalonia, secessionism has gone from 16.2% to 23.3%,
an increase of 43.8%. And in the group of those who
have both parents born in Catalonia, secessionism has
gone from 55.8% to 68.6%, a 22.9% increase.

This data confirms confirm that the most impor‐
tant predictor is L1. If one has Catalan as L1 is much
more likely to want independence than if L1 is Spanish.
However, the growth of secessionism has been uneven
depending on the L1. Among those who have Spanish as
L1, percentage has gone from 16.3% in 1996 to 24.6%
in 2020, an increase of 50.9%. And among those who

have Catalan as L1, secessionism has gone from 56.4%
to 73.4%, 17 points, and an increase of 30.1% (Table A1
in the Supplementary File).

Because the marginal effects provide information
on which factors contribute most to explaining the
dependent variable, the average marginal effects of the
exploratory variables are visualized in Figure 1 for ease
of interpretation. I show the likelihood of independence
given values on the explanatory variables, while holding
all other variables at their means.

In 1996, in terms of average marginal effects, the
probability of being in favour of independence is the
greatest when the L1 is Catalan (23.9%), followed by
when the respondent is born in Catalonia (12%) and
when they have a high level of formal education (10.6%).
On the contrary, when the respondent is older than
74 years, the likelihood decreases (14%).

In 2020, the likelihood of wanting independence is
greatest when, again, the respondent’s L1 is Catalan
(29.6%), when their level of formal education is the high‐
est (14.9%), when they are 55–64 years old (13.2%),
when their parents are both born in Catalonia (12.3%),
and when they born in Catalonia (10.8%). On the con‐
trary, the likelihood of preferring independence is lowest
when the town they are living in has between 50.000 and
150.000 inhabitants (16.3%).

In summary, to have the Catalan language as L1 has
the largest effect on preferring independence in both
years. However, itmust be underlined that in bothmodels
where it is included, they only correctly classify 73–75%
of cases (see Table 3). Therefore, it means that the rest of
the cases (about 25%) should be classified with the con‐
currence of other variables not included in the model.

A more descriptive approach is useful to complete
this analysis. With reference to Table A1 (Supplementary
File), in 2020, the profile of the unionists is as follows:
43.9%were born outside Catalonia; 64.2% have both par‐
ents also born outside Catalonia; 75.3% have Spanish as
L1; 49% have an educational level up to primary; and
24.1% have higher education. In addition, 71.9% have
no grandparents born in Catalonia. The profile of seces‐
sionists is this: 85.8% were born in Catalonia; 55% have
both parents born in Catalonia; 61.7% have Catalan as L1;
32.6% have primary educational level; and 36.3% have
university level. In addition, 35.4% have four grandpar‐
ents born in Catalonia.

From the crosstabulation of the L1 by thewill for inde‐
pendence in 1996 and 2020 (in columns), the ENLG for
the whole of Catalonia and for the pro‐independence
and unionist subgroups are calculated (Table 4).

In 1996, the ENLG for Catalonia was 2.15. For the
unionist subgroup, it was 1.83 and for the secessionist
one, it was 1.88. Both groups were very similar in homo‐
geneity, while they seemed to confront each other like a
mirror: more than 2/3 in the dominant group and 1/3 in
the minority group, respectively.

In 2020, the ENLG for Catalonia was 2.20. The ENLG
for the unionist subgroup fell to 1.67. On the other hand,
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Figure 1. Probabilities of preferring independence. Note: Average marginal effects with 95%. Sources: CIS (1996), CEO
(2020a, 2020b, 2020c).

the ENLG for the pro‐independence subgroup rose to
2.06. Therefore, while unionismhas becomemore homo‐
geneous with the increase in the percentage of those
who have Spanish as their L1, secessionism has become
more heterogeneous because it has also penetrated this
part of the population.

This double dynamic may show the results of the
political strategy followed by the leaders of both blocks.
It has been tested that Catalan political parties gener‐
ally do not use the main identity marker in Catalonia
(language) for outbidding purposes and, if they do, it

is the unionist parties that resort to it more than the
pro‐independence parties (Sanjaume‐Calvet & Riera‐Gil,
2020). In this sense, in recent years, the unionists have
increasingly used Spanish in the Parliament of Catalonia;
and most pro‐independence parties have incorporated
some leaders who do not have Catalan as L1.

The growth of secessionism cannot be explained
without taking into consideration that the secessionist
leadership has promoted a political discourse that it
is trying to become rooted in a civic use of the ques‐
tion of language, i.e., the desirability of the Catalan

Table 4. Effective number of language groups in Catalonia (1996 and 2020).

1996 2020

Are you in favour or against independence? Do you want the independence?

Total In favour other Total yes other

L1 Spanish 55.2 27.0 69.1 56.4 31.9 75.3
Both languages 2.0 2.8 1.6 3.8 4.1 3.5
Catalan 39.9 67.7 26.1 36.6 61.7 17.2
Other answers 2.5 1.6 3.0 3.1 2.1 3.8
DK/DA 0.4 0.8 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
ENLG 2.15 1.88 1.83 2.20 2.06 1.67
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language to become the shared language of the inhabi‐
tants of Catalonia, while respecting the language rights
of the Spanish speakers, and assuming that in the future
Catalan Republic, Catalan and Spanish will have the sta‐
tus of official languages. Without this strong commit‐
ment (although it is contested within its own ranks), the
secessionist project could be at risk. Catalonia nowadays
is a subordinate political community. The plurality of
its citizens has family origins outside Catalonia (54.2%
of voters have no grandparents born in Catalonia; see
Table A1). The L1 of the plurality of the Catalan electorate
is Spanish (56.4%; see Table A1).With these two sociode‐
mographic traits, it is wise for the secessionist project
to avoid an ethnic outbidding because it could alienate
its supporters who are Spanish native speakers and, con‐
sequently, it could jeopardize the strength of the pro‐
independence block.

5. Conclusion

In this article, I have used the same logistic regres‐
sion model with some sociodemographic variables
to explain probabilities in wanting independence in
Catalonia in two quite different political contexts (1996
and 2020), with the aim to compare change and con‐
tinuities between them, and to expose some politi‐
cal consequences.

In both years, L1 has been the strongest predictor of
those considered. Second, the likelihood ofwanting inde‐
pendence depending on whether one has Catalan as L1
compared to Spanish was 77% in 1996 and 80% in 2020,
only a low increase of probability. Third, the growth of
secessionism has been proportionally stronger among
Catalans with Spanish as their L1 than among Catalans
with Catalan as their L1. Given the impact of ethnolin‐
guistic diversity on ethnic conflict, after calculating the
ENLG for the whole of Catalonia and for the unionist
and secessionist subgroups, I can assert that the union‐
ist subgroup has become more homogeneous, while the
pro‐independence subgroup has become slightly more
diverse. It shows that secessionism succeeds in attract‐
ing more different people, according to their language
(or cultural) background.

These results are congruentwith the proposition that
despite language being a strongmarker of ethnic identity,
the language issue plays a lesser role within the whole

conflict as could have been previously expected, as both
blocks under political confrontation do not reflect strict
language alignments.

Cross tabulating the variable L1 with the will of inde‐
pendence within the whole electorate, the weight of
each resulting subgroup is calculated (Table 5). This pro‐
cedure becomes relevant to realize what kind of political
dynamics might occur in Catalonia.

The largest group within the Catalan electorate
(37.9%) is composed by those who have Spanish as L1
and do not want independence. The second larger one
is those who have Catalan as L1 and want independence
(26.9%). The third group is those who have Spanish as
L1 and want independence (13.9%). The fourth one,
with 9.7%, is those who have Catalan as L1 and do
not want independence. None of the remaining groups
reached 4% of the sample. The third and fourth groups
weaken the association between L1 and independence.
Moreover, two more aspects have to be underlined
relating to the third group: Its weight within Catalan
society is not small (13.9%) and its weight within the
pro‐independence group is quite big (31.9%). In short,
although Catalan independence has the support of a
great majority of native Catalans, its relative success can‐
not be understood without the participation of Catalans
whose family origins are outside Catalonia. The growth
of secessionism this last decade must therefore be
explained also by the ability of pro‐independence lead‐
ers and organizations to make a discourse based on civic‐
democratic arguments. These arguments have been
quite effective in appealing to sectors with a Spanish
cultural background and, consequently, to transcend
the language borders that unionism could be tempted
to consolidate.
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Table 5. Crosstabulation L1 by independence (2020).

Do you want Catalonia to become an independent state?

Overall % Yes No DK DA Total

L1 (L1)

Spanish 13.9 37.9 3.6 1.0 56.4
Both languages 1.8 1.7 0.3 0.0 3.8
Catalan 26.9 7.4 1.7 0.6 36.6
Other languages 0.9 1.8 0.3 0.1 3.1
DK/DA 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.2
Total 43.5 48.9 5.9 1.7 100.0
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