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Abstract

The surge in support for independence in Catalonia (Spain) has received much political, journalistic, as well as academic
attention. A popular account of the Catalan case stresses the allegation that motives relating to fiscal selfishness are behind
the independence movement. The evidence presented in support of this argument is the positive correlation between
income and support for independence. Some scholars, such as Thomas Piketty, even talk about a “Catalan syndrome,”
according to which support for independence can ultimately be explained by fiscal selfishness and the prospect of creat-
ing a sort of tax haven in Catalonia. As prominent as this argument is, in this article | show that it rests on weak theoretical
and empirical grounds. In order to do so, | reassess the existing evidence, using a more nuanced empirical strategy that
allows for non-linear relations to emerge and controls for potential confounders. Then, | also present new evidence based
on recently published census-tract level fiscal data, merged with election results. Finally, | spell out the mechanisms and
observable implications of the “Catalan syndrome” argument and show that fiscal selfishness is not an important driver of
the Catalan independence movement.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, the question of Catalan independence
has dominated the political agenda in Catalonia and
Spain, and has been increasingly salient on the European
stage as well. Once regarded as an example of moder-
ate and institutionalized minority nationalism (Balcells,
1996), Catalan nationalist parties became increasingly
supportive of independence from 2010 onwards. This
move towards secessionist positions led to increased
polarization and institutional conflict, culminating in the
Autumn of 2017. A unilateral referendum on indepen-
dence, heavily suppressed by the Spanish riot police, led
to a series of contentious events that culminated with

a declaration of independence passed by the Catalan
Parliament, the suspension of the Catalan autonomy,
and the imprisonment of the majority of the members
of the government.

While the specific events were widely reported, the
debate on the causes of this push for independence is
far from settled. Both scholars and commentators have
pointed in various directions. Some stress the impor-
tance of the grassroots movements (Crameri, 2015; Della
Porta & O’Connor, 2017; Mufioz & Guinjoan, 2013), while
others point in the direction of an elite-motivated move-
ment (Barrio & Field, 2018; Barrio & Rodriguez-Teruel,
2017). Some accounts focus on the institutional mis-
match between the Catalan self-government and the
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increasingly pro-centralization dominant interpretation
of the 1978 Spanish constitution, or refer to structural
factors (Dowling, 2014).

Interpreting the secessionist turn in terms of eco-
nomics is quite popular in the international arena.
Catalonia has an above average GDP per capita com-
pared to the rest of Spain, and the amount of inter-
regional transfers has been a hotly debated political
issue for a long time. Therefore, the independence push
is easily interpreted as being caused by the wish to
stop such transfers. This argument fits with some gen-
eral findings of the comparative politics literature that
tends to identify relative wealth as a determinant of
aggregate support for secession in regions (Sambanis &
Milanovic, 2014; Sorens, 2005). However, some recent
studies also suggest that relative wealth is only impor-
tant as long as there is cultural distinctiveness (Alvarez
Pereira et al., 2018).

The idea of economic motivations being an impor-
tant driver of the pro-independence push in Catalonia
has gained traction, especially among external observers.
It fits with common wisdom and is easily understood
without much contextual knowledge. Indeed, there is
evidence showing that economic considerations were
indeed relevant to explaining support for independence,
especially in the first moments of the independence
push. Mufioz and Tormos (2015) showed that those
respondents experimentally induced to expect positive
economic effects of secession were up to five percentage
points more likely to support it. However, the effect was
often modest and conditional: Identity and partisanship
appear as the main drivers of support for secession in a
large majority of empirical models (Burg, 2015; Guinjoan
& Rodon, 2014; Serrano, 2013).

Additionally, the temporal coincidence of the inde-
pendence push with the great recession led many
observers to conclude that the relative scarcity of the
time made the question of the interregional transfers
more pressing. While many casual observers interpreted
the Catalan process in the context of the great recession,
there is research showing that the impact of the eco-
nomic crisis is not related to the increase in support for
independence (Cuadras-Moratd & Rodon, 2019). Indeed,
many other political events are more likely triggers of
the surge in support for independence, such as those
related to the Constitutional Court ruling on the Statute
of Autonomy (2010) or the victory of the right-wing, pro-
centralization Popular Party in 2011.

A crucial debate, however, refers to the socio-
economic bases of support for independence in
Catalonia. Some work points to the positive associa-
tion between income and support for independence
(Guinjoan & Rodon, 2016). However, Della Porta and
Portos (2020) refine the analysis and stress the broad
cross-class coalition that united around the claims for
self-determination. According to their analysis, the
socio-economic composition of the pro-independence
movement supporters was more complex and chang-

ing. The anti-austerity protests in Catalonia also influ-
enced the movement’s agenda that, in turn, reshaped its
social bases.

Hierro and Queralt (2020) provide a more nuanced
account of the individual materialist reasons behind
the independence push. They show how trade factors
are relevant, especially for depressing support among
those that work in firms and sectors oriented to the
Spanish market. Moreover, they find a positive asso-
ciation between skills and support for independence
but attribute it to a better understanding of how the
institutional framework of fiscal transfers across regions
works and, hence, higher skepticism about any potential
for reform.

However, the most widely known economic interpre-
tation of the Catalan drive for independence is the ver-
sion that the French economist Thomas Piketty devel-
ops in his recent book Capital and Ideology. Piketty coins
the term “Catalan syndrome” to refer to a desire of the
rich to escape from fiscal solidarity via secession (Piketty,
2020, pp. 918-935). He uses the Catalan case to illus-
trate the challenges that fiscal selfishness from the rich
pose to fiscal redistributive systems: They induce what
he calls the secessionist trap. According to Piketty, the
desire to escape the burden of fiscal solidarity would
be the main explanation for the independence push in
Catalonia. He illustrates his argument with some descrip-
tive evidence showing a positive correlation between
income and support for independence.

However, as prominent as this argument is, it rests
on weak theoretical and empirical grounds. In this arti-
cle, | review Piketty’s argument and the supporting evi-
dence he presents in order to show its merits and
limitations. First, | analyze the theory and explicitly spell
out the observable implications that remain implicit in
Piketty’s work. Then, | reassess the correlation between
income and support for independence. In order to do so,
| present two types of empirical analyses of the correla-
tion between income and independence. The first repli-
cates and extends the analyses of Piketty and is based
on the same data he used: survey data from the Center
for Opinion Studies of the Catalan Government. After dis-
cussing the results and their limitations, | present the
main empirical contribution of this article: the analysis
of the newly released fiscal data at the census tract level,
together with election results and other census variables.
As | explain below, these data allow us to overcome some
of the problems caused by the use of survey data and
provide a more nuanced and complex picture of the rela-
tionship between income and independence.

Finally, 1 also empirically test a range of observable
implications of the theory regarding the role of fiscal
preferences and the functional form of the relationship.
The results of these tests cast doubt on the validity of
the fiscal selfishness theory, as the implied mechanisms
are not supported by the data. In the concluding section,
| discuss why this may be the case and present some
alternative explanations.
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2. Theory

As discussed above, there are many different explana-
tions for the recent increase in support for secession in
Catalonia. Some are purely political, while others privi-
lege economic self-interest. A quite widespread interpre-
tation is the so-called “revolt of the rich.” According to
this theory, Catalans’ support for secession is explained
by their relatively privileged position within Spain.

The “revolt of the rich” theory has many proponents.
Most notably, Thomas Piketty, in his book Capital and
Ideology, talks about the “Catalan Syndrome” and puts
forward the fiscal selfishness argument (Piketty, 2020).
Piketty suggests that high-income Catalans aim for an
independent country to get a Luxembourg type of fis-
cal haven. This would explain not only why the pro-
independence movement grew in Catalonia and not else-
where in Spain but also why there is a positive corre-
lation between income and support for independence
within Catalonia. In Piketty’s argument, the driver of this
correlation within Catalonia must be fiscal preferences.
The argument is as follows: The (Catalan) rich carry
the burden of inter-territorial redistribution, so they are
interested in secession. On the contrary, (Catalan) work-
ing classes are more supportive of fiscal solidarity and
redistribution, given that they themselves are net bene-
ficiaries of redistribution. Therefore, the independence
drive should be (at least in part) motivated by the desire
to set a low-tax system in Catalonia. Once relieved from
the burden of fiscal transfers to the rest of Spain, taxes
in Catalonia could be lowered.

Given the full theory, it is obvious that the mere cor-
relation of income and pro-independence attitudes does
not provide sufficient evidence in support of this specific
theory. This correlation may be spurious, or it may be
driven by different mechanisms other than those implied
by Piketty’s argument. While Piketty provides evidence
on the association between income and support for inde-
pendence based on survey data, such a correlation may
be informative but is insufficient to demonstrate the fis-
cal selfishness argument.

There are several key observable implications that
we should assess if we want to rigorously test the the-
ory, but Piketty does not test them. First, the associa-
tion between income and independence support should
be causal and not spurious. In other words, it should
not be explained by unobserved confounders. Second, if
Piketty’s argument was correct, we should observe that
pro-independence supporters have distinct fiscal prefer-
ences: They should prefer lower taxes than those that
oppose independence. A third and rather straightfor-
ward implication of the argument is that support for inde-
pendence should increase monotonically with income
and perhaps at a marginally increasing slope.

Testing these implications is the fundamental contri-
bution of this article. First, | explore the correlations in
more detail and then assess them one by one, using dif-
ferent sources of data.

3. Empirics: Reassessing the Correlation

In this section, | first reassess the main finding that Piketty
presents in support of his argument, and then | provide
a more systematic test of the observable implications of
his theory. In doing so, | point to several shortcomings of
the existing evidence that | attempt to overcome.

First, Piketty’s data is exclusively based on public
opinion surveys, just like virtually all other works that
advance different versions of the economic explanation
of support for independence. While these surveys con-
stitute a crucial source of individual-level data, they are
nonetheless subject to sampling and reporting problems.
These problems are especially acute at both ends of
the income distribution, as they are more difficult to
interview. Moreover, the income variable is subject to a
severe problem of non-response and misreporting (Neri
& Zizza, 2010). This is why, in this article, | supplement
the analysis of the survey data with an analysis of a novel
register-based dataset at the census-tract level. Census
tracts are small geographical areas, with an average of
1,000 voters. Merging various sources of data allows us
to know the average income of the area, the electoral
results, and crucially, some key control variables such as
language, age composition, and place of birth.

The second limitation is that the evidence presented
in support of the argument is based on bivariate corre-
lations that do not have a causal interpretation. Indeed,
these correlations could simply be spurious, as | dis-
cuss below. High- and low-income voters are different
in other, non-economic dimensions, which may explain
the observed association. In order to address this possi-
bility, in reassessing the evidence, | include a limited set
of controls. In order to avoid a potential problem of post-
treatment bias that may erroneously push down the esti-
mate of the correlation between income and support for
independence, | limit the control variables to a handful
of clearly exogenous variables. | am extremely cautious in
not including any control variable that could be endoge-
nous to income.

Finally, in the correlational analyses, linearity is fre-
quently imposed by assumption. While the theory pre-
dicts a monotonically increasing relationship between
income and support for independence, this is an empiri-
cal question that should be subject to empirical scrutiny.
This is what | do below by relaxing the linearity assump-
tion and allowing a non-linear pattern of relation
between the two variables to emerge.

3.1. Survey Evidence

First, | use the same data sources as Piketty and most
other works on support for independence: the pub-
lic opinion surveys by the Catalan government’s offi-
cial Center of Opinion Studies (CEO). The CEO is a
government-run office controlled by an expert and plu-
ral government body and holds high standards of trans-
parency and data quality. Data and full documentation
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are publicly available on the CEO website. The CEO runs
a quarterly Public Opinion Barometer and has main-
tained an up-to-date cumulative file with all waves since
2014. Data quality and availability make this source of
data very popular among researchers of Catalan poli-
tics. For completeness, in my analysis, | use the cumula-
tive CEO dataset, which includes the surveys conducted
between 2014 and 2020.

The analysis is quite straightforward. Essentially,
| regress support for independence on declared family
income. The dependent variable is a dichotomous ques-
tion on whether the respondent supports independence.
Therefore, the models | estimate are Linear Probability
Models, in which the coefficients can be interpreted as
expressing the expected change in the probability of sup-
porting secession.

In order to address the question of potential spuri-
ousness, | estimate two models: a simple bivariate regres-
sion, akin to the bivariate correlations that are often pre-
sented by the literature, and also a multivariate model
that includes a full set of controls—family origin, lan-
guage (mother tongue), age, and size of municipality and
province. Family origin and language combined account
for Catalan citizens’ cultural heritage, which can adopt
multiple combinations of place of birth, ancestry, and
language. | also include survey fixed effects to account
for time variation. The only caveat is that in the simple

model, | also include a control for the number of peo-
ple living in the household, as income is measured at the
household and not at the individual level. Otherwise, the
results could be confounded by varying sizes of house-
hold. Table 1 presents the results of these two models.

The models in Table 1 clearly show how income
is positively associated with support for independence
in the bivariate model. The coefficient remains statisti-
cally significant but is much smaller in the full model
with the language, origin, and place of residence con-
trols. Cultural factors and family origin matter sub-
stantially more. Those who speak Catalan and those
born in Catalonia, especially from Catalan-born parents,
are much more likely to support independence. These
results are not surprising in the context of the literature.
Another important piece of evidence comes from the
R-squared. The fit of the models also points to the limited
explanatory power of income: The model with income
alone shows a very poor fit (0.03) while the full model
with controls has a much higher fit (0.37).

In order to make the results more easily interpretable
and allow for a non-linear relation to emerge, | plot pre-
dicted values of the dependent variable at each income
segment as recorded by the CEO in Figure 1. In this case,
instead of treating income as a continuous variable, | use
a set of dummies for each income level. Results of this
empirical exercise are presented in Figure 1. There are

Table 1. Household income and support for independence, 2014-2020.

Simple model Full model
Household income 0.03%** 0.01%**
0.00 0.00
Size of household -0.02%** -0.01*
0.00 0.00
1st generation, mixed -0.05%**
-0.01
1st generation born in Catalonia -0.07***
-0.01
Born in rest of Spain -0.11***
-0.01
Speaks Spanish -0.45%**
-0.01
Bilingual -0.29***
-0.01
Other languages 0.12
-0.22
Age 0.00***
0.00
Size of municipality -0.01***
0.00
Intercept 0.21%** 0.30%**
-0.01 -0.02
N 23,370 23,370
R? 0.03 0.37
Notes: * p < 0.1, ** p <0.05, *** p < 0.01. Source: Center of Opinion Studies (2014-2020).
Politics and Governance, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 4, Pages 376—-385 379
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Household income and support for independence (CEO)

Predicted independence support
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— No controls

1201-1800€

Figure 1. Income and voting for pro-independence parties.

two lines in the figure: The dark line corresponds to
the bivariate model, with income and size of household
only, and the lighter line corresponds to the multivariate
regression with the full set of controls.

The first thing to note from the results in Figure 1 is
that the bivariate correlation supports the strong asso-
ciation between income and support for independence
that Piketty, among others, identified. Using the full CEO
dataset, we see how lower-income respondents have an
average level of support of about 30%, while the upper
segment of the distribution is located at about 60%.

This substantial difference, however, is not linked
to a strong predictive power of the income variable.
The R-squared of the bivariate model is just 0.03. This indi-
cates that income is, by itself, a poor predictor of support
for independence. While, on average, differences in sup-
port across income groups are large, there is much larger
variation within income groups. With such a poor fit, any
interpretation of the Catalans’ support for secession as a
by-product of material interest must be qualified.

If we look at the full model, represented in the grey
line, we can see how, once we account for differences
in language, origin, age, and type of municipality, dif-
ferences in predicted support for independence among
income groups become much smaller. While we still
observe some positive correlation, the range of varia-
tion of predicted levels of support is much narrower:
between 35% for the low-income groups and 45% for the
high-income respondents. From a 30 percentage point
gap to a 10 percentage point difference. Moreover, as it
was already apparent in the bivariate model, the relation-
ship is far from linear and monotonic. In the high-income
group, we see, indeed, some reversal of the trend. If any-

1801-2000€
2001-2400€
2401-3000€
3001-4000€
4001-4500€
4501-5000€
5001-6000€
Over 6000€

With controls

thing, at the top of the distribution, support is somewhat
lower than in the upper-middle group. Below | discuss
this in more detail. Also, it is worth noting that this full
model is more explanatory than the bivariate one, with
an R-squared of 0.25.

3.2. Aggregate Data

The results above were based on the commonly used
CEO datasets. However, in order to overcome the short-
comings of the survey data, | propose an additional
empirical exercise based on census-tract data. While the
use of aggregate data to infer individual patterns may
be subject to a problem of ecological inference (King,
2013), the fact that we use small areas helps ameliorate
it. Moreover, the quality of the data, which is free from
the sampling and reporting issues that survey data suffer,
may compensate for possible ecological inference prob-
lems. There are over 5,000 census tracts in Catalonia,
with an average adult population of 1,099 voters.

In order to replicate the analysis at the census-tract
level, | built a dataset in which | combined different
sources of data. First, | measure income using tax return
data provided by the Spanish national statistical institute
(INE). The recently released INE dataset computes sev-
eral indicators at the census-tract level based on fiscal
information. Most notably, the dataset includes the 2017
average individual income as recorded in tax returns.

In order to measure support for independence at
the census-tract level, | use the 2017 election results.
| aggregate the vote for the three pro-independence par-
ties (the centre-right Junts, the centre-left ERC [Esquerra
Republicana de Catalunya], and the radical left CUP
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[Candidatura d’Unitat Popular]) that run in the heav-
ily polarized election of December 2017. The elec-
tion, held shortly after the declaration of indepen-
dence, the suspension of the Catalan autonomy, and the
subsequent imprisonment or prosecution of the previ-
ous Catalan government, was generally regarded as a
plebiscite on independence (Marti & Cetra, 2016; Orriols
& Rodon, 2016). While some other issues may drive vot-
ers’ choices, arguably, that particular election was mostly
about secession, so we can confidently use party support
as an indicator of support for independence.

Using these data, | try to mimic the survey analysis
as closely as possible. In order to do so, | regress vote
for pro-independence parties in 2017 on average per-
sonal income at the census-tract level. As before, | esti-
mate a bivariate regression and a multivariate model
with controls, which include the share of population born
in the rest of Spain, the share of the population that can
speak Catalan, share of the population over 65, and size
of municipality and administrative region fixed effects.
Controlling for language and place of birth allows us
to estimate the income effect net of any potential cul-
tural or ethnic background confounder. Table 2 shows
the results of four models: Models 1 and 2 impose a
linear relation between income and pro-independence
vote, while the remaining two models use the squared
average income to allow a non-linear pattern to emerge.

Results indicate that if we impose a linear relation
between income and pro-independence vote, we find a
modest effect that quickly vanishes and becomes statisti-
cally indistinguishable from zero, once we introduce the
basic controls. This points to the fact that it is mostly
spurious. Moreover, if we look at the fit of the mod-
els, we can see how the bivariate model has a very low
R-squared (0.07).

However, in columns 3 and 4 of the table, where
| include a quadratic term, we observe how an inverse
U-shaped relationship fits the data much better.
The R-squared increases substantially, and the coef-
ficients remain significant even after the inclusion of
controls, albeit much reduced. This points to the limita-
tions of the models that assume linearity. In this case, it
becomes obvious that a quadratic term improved the fit
and provides a more appropriate description of the rela-
tionship. As | discuss below, this indicates that there is
a distinct behavior at the top of the income distribution,
where we observe much less support for independence.
This is important for the interpretation of the results.

In order to provide a better visualization of the mod-
els, | represent the relationship in Figure 2. In this case,
| use a vector of income decile dummies in order to
allow the flexible non-linear pattern to emerge with
less parametrization. As before, two lines indicate the
predicted level of support for independence at various
income levels, together with the 95% confidence inter-
vals. The dark line is calculated using the bivariate model
estimates, while the grey line is derived from the mul-
tivariate regression. The bivariate association is strong
and positive: On average, at the 10% poorest census
tracts (the bottom decile), the pro-independence parties
obtained around 37% of the vote, while in the top four
deciles, they reached around 55%.

When we introduce the control variables in the
model, the estimated income effect is substantially
weaker: Everything else being equal, the difference
between the predicted support for pro-independence
parties in the low-income census tracts and the high-
income areas is between five and eight percentage
points. Moreover, in this case, the predicted increase
is no longer monotonic, and we observe a small

Table 2. Income and pro-independence vote (2017), census-tract level.

1 2 3 4
Bivariate Multivariate Bivariate Multivariate
Average income (thousands €) 1.47* 0.32 9.39%** 4.93%**
(-0.65) (-0.37) (-1.37) (-0.7)
Av. income squared -0.25%** -0.14***
(-0.04) (-0.02)
Share born rest of Spain -0.79*** -0.83***
(-0.04) (-0.03)
Share speaks catalan 0.53%** 0.39%**
(-0.02) (-0.05)
Share over 65 0.53%** 0.47%**
(-0.07) (-0.1)
Size municipality (log) -0.67 -0.67
(-0.55) (-0.41)
Intercept 29.42%** 24, 58%** -28.15** 1.35
(-7.85) (-2.76) (-10.65) (-3.62)
N 4,863 4,137 4,863 4,137
R? 0.07 0.76 0.17 0.78

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Income and pro-independence vote 2017 (Census tracts)
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Figure 2. Income and voting for pro-independence parties, census-tract level.

decrease in the top decile. | explore this issue in further
detail below.

Taken together, these analyses indicate that the
strong bivariate association between income and sup-
port forindependence is largely spurious, and if anything,
non-linear. The key controls seem to be language and
origin: The Spanish-speaking population and the popu-
lation born in (or with roots in) the rest of Spain tends to
express lower support for independence, and they have,
on average, a lower income. This is suggestive evidence
that the causal story of income and support for indepen-
dence based on a fiscal selfishness argument may not
hold. It may just be a by-product of cultural differences.
This is, of course, relevant from a descriptive point of
view, but the fact that the income effect rapidly vanishes
is crucial to interpret it correctly. In order to delve more
deeply into this question, in the next section | assess the
mechanisms implied by Piketty’s theory to see if they
have empirical support.

4. Mechanisms

While Piketty (2020) enunciates a rather detailed argu-
ment on the mechanism of fiscal selfishness as the
driver of the association between income and support
forindependence, he does not test the additional observ-
able implications. This is important to test the theory,
and more so after having established that the correla-
tion is largely explained by other variables, and is best
described as a non-linear relation.

Even if Piketty does not spell them out systematically,
from reading his argument we can easily derive some
straightforward observable implications of the theory.
The first implication obviously relates to tax preferences:

If the desire for lower taxes is the main driver of the cor-
relation between income and support for independence,
we should observe that those who favor secession prefer
lower taxes than those who oppose it. This is the core of
the Catalan syndrome argument. If it is an appropriate
interpretation of the secessionist turn, then fiscal pref-
erences should differ among supporters and opponents
of secession.

In Figure 3, | explore this question. Using the same
dataset used in Table 1, | plot the share of pro- and
anti-independence respondents in the CEO surveys that
support and oppose lowering taxes, even if it comes at
the expense of lower funding for public services. As the
figure shows, there is only a very minor difference in
attitudes to taxation across pro- and anti-independence
groups. In both groups, opposition to tax cuts is predom-
inant, but if anything, independence supporters are less
and not more supportive of tax cuts.

The fact that pro-independence attitudes are corre-
lated with slightly more, and certainly not less, support
for tax-based redistribution questions the validity of the
fiscal selfishness argument. Tax preferences do not seem
to be an important driver of support for independence.
Remarkably, this is congruent with actual policy out-
comes: As Agrawal and Foremny (2019) show, since 2014,
when the decision of part of the marginal rates of the
income tax was decentralized, the (pro-independence)
Catalan governments did not lower taxes for the high-
income citizens. On the contrary, the Catalan marginal
tax rate increased up to two percentage points for those
earning over 100,000€ with respect to the baseline cen-
tral rate. Somewhat paradoxically, it was the regional
government of the province of Madrid who decided to
lower taxes for the upper-income segments. Therefore,
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Independence support and tax attitudes
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Figure 3. Support for independence and tax attitudes.

the core of the debate was not related to the tax rates
but to which government had the authority to set them.
And, if anything, the Catalan government was willing to
increase taxes and the progressivity of the system during
the period of heightened secessionist tensions.

Another observable implication that we can explore
in more detail is the linearity and monotonicity of the cor-
relation. In accordance with the Catalan syndrome argu-

,6 ,8 1
[ [ [

B Disagree
[ Neutral
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ment, if the quest for a Luxembourg-style fiscal haven
was a relevant driver of support for independence in
Catalonia, the top incomes should be disproportionately
more and not less supportive of secession. They would
be the most to financially benefit from secession. In the
models presented above, we can already see some down-
ward trend at the top of the distribution. In Figure 4,
| replicate the same analysis as in Figure 2 but using an

Income and pro-independence vote 2017 (Census tracts)
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Figure 4. Support for independence and income centiles.

Politics and Governance, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 4, Pages 376—-385

383


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

& COGITATIO

even more fine-grained approach: Instead of the income
deciles, | use the centiles. This allows for full flexibility in
the estimation.

Results in Figure 4 show the downward trend in the
top 10% even more clearly. Most interestingly, this down-
ward trend is very sharp among the top 1%—a very par-
ticular group. The census tracts in which those with the
highest incomes live show substantially less support for
independence than the majority of the distribution. Only
the bottom 20% has a lower pro-independence vote than
the top 1%.

Taken together, these results call the fiscal self-
ishness argument into question. First, the association
between income and support for independence is largely
explained by origin and language. Second, there is no
evidence whatsoever that preferences for lower taxes
are the driver of support for independence. Crucially,
pro-independence respondents express slightly more
favorable views of fiscal transfers. And, finally, it is impor-
tant to note that the correlation between income and
support for independence is not linear. The top incomes
(those that would arguably benefit disproportionately
from a Luxembourg-style tax haven) show less, and not
more, support for secessionist parties when compared
with the majority of the distribution.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

As we have seen, the correlation between income and
support for independence is highly sensitive to the
type of data we use, to the inclusion of control vari-
ables, and to the relaxing of the linearity assumption.
Moreover, some key implications of the “fiscal selfish-
ness” theory do not hold when subject to closer scrutiny:
Pro-independence respondents are less, and not more
supportive of tax cuts. And at the very top of the income
distribution, there is a relevant downward trend in sup-
port for independence.

If the reason is not fiscal selfishness, how can we
explain the correlation we found between income and
support for independence? There are essentially two
alternative explanations. The first being that the correla-
tion is merely spurious and has no causal interpretation.
Other non-economic confounding factors (most notably,
family origin/language) may explain the observed associ-
ation. This is what | have tested in the models in which
| included the controls. As evident, both in the survey
and the aggregate data, these factors account for a large
part of the association between income and support
for independence.

Essentially, this is related to the fact that a substantial
part of the Catalan population was born in or descended
from people born in other regions of Spain. During the
period of approximately 1950-1970, a huge migration
inflow, especially from southern Spain, populated the
industrial areas of Catalonia. It was not the first mas-
sive immigration wave that Catalonia experienced dur-
ing the 20th century: An early and intensely industrial-

ized region attracted large numbers of workers from rural
areas. Today these immigrants, and to some extent also
their offspring, are more likely to have Spanish and not
Catalan as their mother tongue, have a relatively lower
average income, and express less support for secession.
Therefore, the main driver of the observed pattern is not
the financial considerations but the cultural differences.

However, in these models, there is still some remain-
ing association that is unaccounted for by the control
variables. Once we control for origin and language, it
becomes much weaker but still statistically significant.
A possible explanation is that we are missing some addi-
tional controls.

Nonetheless, another possibility is that this correla-
tion is caused by other economic factors that may cor-
relate with income but express a different story. Some
recent work has tried to address them. Hierro and
Queralt (2020) show that respondents working at sectors
and firms specializing in the Spanish market are more
reluctant toward independence, while those specializing
in foreign markets are no more opposed. They also find
an association with skill levels that they attribute to a
better understanding of the institutional context of redis-
tribution and hence a higher skepticism with regards to
the possibilities of accommodation of regional demands
within Spain. This work probably points in the direction
that the research on the political economy of secession-
ism in Catalonia should go: a more nuanced approach
that also considers Catalonia’s complex trade relations
with Spain and the rest of Europe.

Summing up: In this article, | have shown that the
correlation between income and support for indepen-
dence in Catalonia is in large part explained away by
cultural and linguistic factors. In addition, the fit of the
simple models in which | regressed support for indepen-
dence on income was extremely poor: Income, by itself,
is hardly predictive of support for independence.

Moreover, the pattern of association is clearly not
linear: As we move towards the very top of the
income distribution, support for independence goes
down. Nevertheless, most importantly, the main finding
that | have presented here is that fiscal attitudes are not
drivers of this correlation, as implied in Piketty’s “Catalan
syndrome” argument. | believe that taken together, all
these pieces of evidence cast doubt on the fiscal selfish-
ness argument and point to the need for a more nuanced
understanding of the recent surge in pro-independence
attitudes in Catalonia. There is abundant evidence that
economic considerations are not the main driver of pub-
lic opinion, and in any case, the economic factors are
more complex than the pure fiscal selfishness argument
implies, in spite of this argument regularly being put for-
ward by certain observers, pundits, and scholars.
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