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Abstract
The article analyses the consequences of elite polarization at the mass level in the centre‐periphery dimension. We ana‐
lyse the rapid rise in support for independence in Catalonia, focusing on the role of party competition around the centre‐
periphery cleavage. We argue that mainstream actors’ adoption of centrifugal party strategies with respect to the national
question produced a polarizing dynamic in the party system that eventually caused voters’ attitudes regarding the
centre‐periphery issue to harden. Indeed, we posit that this increase in mass polarization was a consequence of party
agency that subsequently helped to drive attitudes regarding independence. To test this hypothesis, we measure centre‐
periphery polarization (as perceived by voters) by adopting two different perspectives—inter‐party distances (horizontal
polarization) and party‐voter distances (vertical polarization)—and then run logistic regressions to explain support for
independence. The findings show an asymmetrical effect on polarization. While the centrifugal strategy implemented by
Catalan regionalist parties paved the way for a radicalization of voters on the Catalan nationalist side, among voters for
non‐regionalist parties, attitudes towards independence were initially less conditioned by this polarization. The results
provide evidence of the political effects of elite polarization.
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1. Introduction

How does party politics contribute to increasing sup‐
port for independence in a democratic country? The lit‐
erature on secession has tended to emphasize the role
of socioeconomic and institutional factors or “precondi‐
tions” in explaining demands for independence (Wood,
1981), particularly in countries that have experienced
recent processes of decentralization. This perspective
usually implies that these demands remain stable over
time, as a consequence of ethnic divisions produced
in the formation of modern states and the survival

of peripheral identities (Flora et al., 2007). However,
recent examples of growing calls for independence ref‐
erendums indicate the relevance of political agency
(like leadership or party demands) in these secession‐
ist movements.

In this article, we argue that party competition is
a powerful driver of a sudden, rapid increase in seces‐
sionist demands among the population (Pagoaga Ibiricu,
2020). In a context where secession was not previously a
salient issue and did not enjoy significant support among
citizens, the role of party agency may become critical
for boosting support for independence when political
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parties decide to adopt centrifugal strategies concern‐
ing this subject for different reasons. Such centrifugal
competition in the centre‐periphery cleavage, in combi‐
nation with other factors, may transform voters’ prefer‐
ences for greater self‐government into explicit support
for secession. The key driver connecting party compe‐
tition and changes in ideological attitudes is polariza‐
tion, defined here as a shift in political attitudes towards
more extreme positions (Campbell, 2016; Dalton, 2008;
Sartori, 1976).

In this respect, we assume that mass polarization
is a possible result of the decisions made by politi‐
cal elites, whereby parties send cues to their voters,
frame arguments regarding the political alternatives and
define the political agenda (Druckman et al., 2013).
The role of polarization in the context of rising seces‐
sionism has recently been analysed from the perspec‐
tive of moderate voters, showing that intense radical‐
ization after a territorial crisis has caused many such
voters’ attitudes to harden (Guntermann & Blais, 2020).
However, we turn our attention to the early stages of
a secessionist crisis. Taking the case of Catalonia, we
aim to observe the extent to which recent support
for secession here (which has traditionally been low)
has been affected by the inter‐party competition that
emerged among Catalan regionalist parties in previous
years. Between 2010 and 2012, Catalonia experienced
a dramatic increase in support for secession, growing
from 15–20% to almost 50%, in the process transform‐
ing the political debate around decentralization in Spain
and producing a major political crisis that culminated in
the events of October 2017, when regional autonomy
was suspended after the Catalan government unilaterally
declared the region’s independence.

Previous studies have shown that the territorial
clash in Catalonia was preceded by years of party
changes in their position regarding the centre‐periphery
issue, strategic behaviour, and ethnic outbidding, par‐
ticularly in the case of Convergència i Unió (CiU),
the main regionalist party, which until that point had
defended moderate, non‐secessionist positions (Barrio
& Rodríguez‐Teruel, 2014, 2017; Colomer, 2018; Elias,
2015; Elias & Mees, 2017; Miley, 2014). As was also the
case in Quebec and Scotland, the result was a growth
in party polarization in the centre‐periphery cleavage.
However, the effects of this polarizationwere asymmetri‐
cal. Rooted in regionalist parties’ cues and framing strate‐
gies, this polarization made it easier for many regionalist
voters to embrace secession. By contrast, non‐regionalist
parties tempered their initial push for independence
from their political adversaries, possibly resulting in a
vaguer effect on their voters. Hence, our argument tries
to connect this centrifugal party competition with the
resulting rise in demand for independence. Therefore,
we observe whether voters’ perceptions of party polar‐
ization affected their support for more radical attitudes
regarding the territorial issue. To test this relationship,
we analyse political attitudes at the beginning of the cri‐

sis in 2012 and observe the effect of polarization on vot‐
ers’ preferences. The results confirm a robust effect in
that election, particularly among CiU’s voters.

The article is organized as follows. First, we provide
some theoretical arguments about party competition
and polarization in the context of secessionist move‐
ments. Then we sketch the origins of political polar‐
ization in Catalonia until 2012, before presenting our
hypotheses and variables. The fifth section empirically
assesses the consequences of polarization for support
for secession. The conclusion discusses the role of polar‐
ization in the light of these findings.

2. Secession, Party Competition, and Polarization

2.1. The Role of Parties in Increasing Demands
for Secession

When secessionist movements arise, it is typical for
there to be many factors pushing in that direction.
Early studies on secession and ethnic conflicts high‐
lighted the relevance of regional inequalities in driving
demands for self‐government (Horowitz, 1985). In addi‐
tion, most scholars have shown that identity and ethnic
divisions are important preconditions for the develop‐
ment of secessionist movements (Bond, 2000), although
this relationship is complex and multifaceted (Blais
et al., 1992; McCrone & Paterson, 2002; Serrano, 2013).
Hence, economic variables only seem to be relevant
for pro‐secessionist parties when linguistic divisions are
involved as well (Álvarez Pereira et al., 2018). In the same
vein, political decentralization may incentivize demands
for self‐government where ethnic divisions are politi‐
cally relevant (Brancati, 2006; Massetti & Schakel, 2013).
Recent studies focusing on economic attitudes have
identified the material calculus held by some individu‐
als when considering the effects of secession (Hierro &
Queralt, 2021; Muñoz & Tormos, 2015). Overall, these
structural explanations help us to understand the forma‐
tion of secessionist claims and individuals’ territorial pref‐
erences over time.

However, the evolution of demands for secession is
also conditioned by political actors’ behaviour. The way
in which a state responds to such threats is crucial to
determining the latter’s success (Griffiths, 2016). More
generally, secession may be a rational goal for political
leaders seeking office and material benefits (Collier &
Hoeffler, 2002; Hechter, 2000). Hence, leaders may send
cues to their voters (Muñoz & Tormos, 2015) and use
framing techniques to persuade the masses to choose
a separatist view as a strategic response to an ethnically
charged collective action problem in a union (Hale, 2008).
This can pave the way for ethnic outbidding in order to
mobilize ethnic groups to favour secession (Rabushka &
Shepsle, 1972).

The perspective of ethnic outbidding studies brings
political parties and party competition to the centre
when aiming to explain secession and ethnic conflicts.
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As a consequence, it becomes possible to understand
the contexts in which regionalist or “ethnonational” par‐
ties choose to join a centrifugal dynamic of party com‐
petition based on ethnic outbidding (Zuber & Szöcsik,
2015). Territorial or national polarization may be one
of the strategies parties use to compete, although
their choice also depends on the strategies adopted
by their opponents (Pagoaga Ibiricu, 2020). The out‐
bidding thesis has been applied successfully to recent
cases of secession crises in Western Europe (Barrio &
Rodríguez‐Teruel, 2017; Coakley, 2008; Gormley‐Heenan
&Macginty, 2008; Mitchell et al., 2009; Sanjaume‐Calvet
& Riera‐Gil, 2020).

However, previous studies have tended to fail to
empirically show themechanism linking outbidding com‐
petition with the rise in support for secession in the
short term. Several scholars have stressed the role of
party cues (Bullock, 2020) as mechanisms of opinion
formation among poorly informed individuals on com‐
plex issues (Hellström, 2008), although the relationship
between parties and public opinion may work in both
directions: Parties influence voters’ attitudes, but they
also pay attention to their voters’ opinions (Steenbergen
et al., 2007).

As a consequence, party polarization may stimulate
polarization among voters with respect to specific issues.
In this vein, the present article aims to explore whether
party‐driven polarization regarding the national issue
really works in this context as an explanatory driver of
increased support for independence, as long as we can
observe a distinct effect on national preferences among
more polarized individuals.

2.2. The Role of Polarization in Stimulating Demands
for Secession

We define polarization as the increase in ideological or
policy distance among voters and parties, across the
ideological spectrum of any given polity, in such a way
as to decisively shape how political forces compete
within the party system (Campbell, 2016; Dalton, 2008;
Sartori, 1976). Polarization usually denotes, implicitly or
explicitly, three different components: an ideological dis‐
tance among parties, voters, or both; an element of
extremism related to the presence of anti‐system forces;
and parties’ internal homogeneity (Schmitt, 2016, p. 3).
The most common approach analyses ideological polar‐
ization based on inter‐party distances in the left–right
dimension, although ideological differences may also be
measured according to other dimensions and related to
specific issues, such as the centre‐periphery cleavage
(Lauka et al., 2018).

In empirical terms, ideological polarization is usually
treated as an aggregated feature of the party system
(Dalton, 2008). In order to analyse it at the individual
level, we can distinguish two dimensions of elite polar‐
ization (Lupu, 2015; Rodríguez‐Teruel, 2021). On the one
hand, horizontal polarization measures the ideological

distances between parties as perceived by each individ‐
ual, i.e., a voter’s perception of the extent of elite polar‐
ization. On the other hand, vertical polarization captures
the distance between each voter and each party, as per‐
ceived by that voter, i.e., how far party elites are from
a voter’s position. These two dimensions of polarization
at the individual level help to better capture how voters
perceive party ideological movements (change or stabil‐
ity) as a consequence of political competition.

Polarization between elites and voters may work in
either direction. From a spatial perspective, some stud‐
ies have shown that polarization among voters drives
political parties to extremes in an attempt to gain or
keep their support (Cox, 1990; Ezrow, 2007).More recent
studies have argued instead that party competition may
adopt centrifugal dynamics, resulting in amore polarized
electorate (Hetherington & Weiler, 2010; Lupu, 2015).
Party cues may play a role in this party‐driven polar‐
ization, following “partisan‐motivated reasoning,” i.e.,
the tendency for ordinary citizens to adopt the policy
preferences of their closest parties (Bolsen et al., 2014;
Druckman et al., 2013). Nevertheless, party identifica‐
tion is not a necessary precondition for individuals to
be persuaded by parties, as Guntermann (2017) has
shown in the case of Spanish voters regarding the centre‐
periphery issue. These party cues are particularly likely
to affect voters’ opinions if an issue is considered salient
(Nordø, 2021).

Challenger parties are especially likely to adopt
centrifugal strategies to compete with mainstream
forces by emphasizing polarizing issues, like immigra‐
tion or anti‐establishment rhetoric (de Vries & Hobolt,
2020; Morales et al., 2015; Szöcsik & Polyakova, 2018).
However, mainstream parties may react by choosing sim‐
ilar polarizing strategies, in an attempt to contain their
electoral losses (de Lange, 2012; Downes & Loveless,
2018; Rodríguez‐Teruel, 2021). As a consequence of this
centrifugal competition, voters may adopt clearer posi‐
tions in those issues emphasized by parties (Bischof
& Wagner, 2019), while mainstream parties may have
a chance of mitigating their electoral losses because
greater party system polarization can reduce party
switching (Dejaeghere & Dassonneville, 2017).

What are the consequences of such centrifugal
dynamics when political parties compete around the
centre‐periphery cleavage through ethnic outbidding?
Following the cues provided by their preferred parties,
those voters with a particularly clear perspective of
party distances may adopt less ambiguous positions in
their policy preferences. For instance, they may move
towards explicit support (in the case of regionalist vot‐
ers), or alternatively strongly oppose secession (in the
case of non‐regionalist voters). By contrast, voters who
continue to observe minimal distance between parties
(or between parties and themselves) may be more scep‐
tical of the consistency or credibility of more radical
positions (i.e., support for or opposition to secession)
declared by parties. In such cases, the importance of
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polarization, among other factors, becomes blurred. This
argument departs from traditional accounts of recent
Catalan politics that observe political polarization sim‐
ply as a consequence of the secessionist crisis (Balcells
et al., 2021). Instead, we suggest that it was the outcome
of previous centrifugal competition and then became
a driver of changes in political attitudes and political
realignment. Anchoring national polarization as an out‐
come of built‐up political tension is important for our
argument, as it helps to avoid potential endogeneity
problems in the relationship between polarization and
policy preferences. Therefore, before entering into the
details of how our expectation can be tested, we will
sketch out how centrifugal party competition had pro‐
duced a context for party polarization and thereby paved
theway for strengthening voters’ perceptions of polariza‐
tion around the centre‐periphery cleavage.

3. Centrifugal Party Competition in Catalonia
Until 2012

Catalonia has often been considered a relevant case
study for observing successful decentralization in an
old unitarian state or, alternatively, as a case of a
threat to national unity in spite of regional autonomy
(Colino, 2020; Dowling, 2018). Although the region has
been ruled by regionalist parties since the recovery of
self‐governance, support for secession has traditionally
remained relatively weak, below 20%, in contrast to
strong positions in favour of the constitutional system of
devolved powers, as seen in Figure 1. In spite of this sta‐

ble support for the status quo, Catalan parties launched
a reform of the Statute of Autonomy in 2004, seeking
more political and fiscal powers (Gray, 2020). The reform
took more than two years and produced a huge politi‐
cal controversy in Spain. Interestingly, during those years
the debate around devolution temporarily fuelled sup‐
port for federalism among a significant proportion of vot‐
ers, to the detriment of the status quo (Figure 1).

Although the new statute was finally passed via ref‐
erendum in 2006 with high support but low turnout
(in contrast to the previous statute of 1978), the
Spanish mainstream conservative party Partido Popular
(PP, People’s Party) appealed against the text before
the Constitutional Court. The Court issued a ruling in
2010 declaring some articles to be unconstitutional.
One year later, the Spanish conservatives achieved a big
majority in the national parliament. The new executive
took a tough position against regional governments and
launched a number of attempts to recentralize political
power, with the aim of reducing the public budget in
response to the Great Recession. In this context, sup‐
port for secession in Catalonia received a major boost
between 2010 and 2012.When askedwhich relationship
with Spain they would prefer, the proportion of individu‐
als in support of secession increased from 20% to almost
50% by the end of 2012, while more than 50% said they
would vote “yes” in the event of an independence ref‐
erendum (Figure 1). This massive switch in favour of
secession occurred without significant changes in the
traditional factors mentioned above, including identity.
So, what happened?
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Figure 1. Preferences for models of territorial organization in Catalonia. Source: Authors’ elaboration using ICPS’s database
(https://www.icps.cat).
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General accounts of this period usually refer to
contextual factors—such as the aforementioned 2010
Constitutional Court’s ruling and the Great Recession—
as the critical events explaining the rapid growth in sup‐
port for secession over a short period of time. Academic
studies show amore complex perspective, in which iden‐
tity is the most powerful independent variable, although
economic preferences and expectations may also play
an additional modest role tied to identity (Muñoz &
Tormos, 2015; Rico& Liñeira, 2014; Serrano, 2013).More
recently, some studies have highlighted the relevance of
competition among regionalist parties in the previous
decade as a source of elite polarization preceding the ter‐
ritorial clash (Barrio & Rodríguez‐Teruel, 2014; Colomer,
2018; Pagoaga Ibiricu, 2020).

In particular, Barrio and Rodríguez‐Teruel (2017,
pp. 1783–1785) have identified three stages in the eth‐
nic outbidding launched by these parties. A first step
was taken in 2000–2003, when Catalan parties initiated
a debate concerning the reform of self‐government in
the region. This was originally regarded by some par‐
ties as a mere reform aimed at updating certain aspects
and was quickly accepted by most of them as a poten‐
tial opportunity to introduce a constitutional change in
the Spanish model of decentralization without requir‐
ing constitutional reform (Colino, 2009). In reality, how‐
ever, the debate was instrumental for the opposition in
Catalonia to weaken the political collaboration between
the Catalan right‐wing regional party Convergencia i Unió
(CiU, Convergence and Union) and the PP, as both were

initially reluctant or opposed to such a reform. The goal
was finally achieved in December 2003, when the
left‐wing opposition parties made an agreement to form
a new executive coalition rooted in a pledge to reform
the Statute of Autonomy. The second step occurred
between 2004 and 2006, when the region’s political par‐
ties became embroiled in a tortuous process of reform
that soon became an outbidding process between CiU—
which by this time was part of the opposition—and
the pro‐secession Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya
(ERC, Catalan Republican Left), whichwas in government.
Hence, CiU pushed the bargaining of the reform beyond
the constitutional limits set by the ruling parties in order
to destabilize the ruling cabinet coalition (Keating &
Wilson, 2009; Orte & Wilson, 2009). Finally, between
2007 and 2012, CiU and ERC progressively adoptedmore
radical positions in the territorial dimension, becoming
more critical of the new statute and more explicitly in
favour of an independence referendum in the short term.
This turn was particularly overwhelming in the case of
Convergència Democràtica de Catalunya (CDC, Catalan
Democratic Convergence)—the main member of CiU—
which in 2012 adopted a pro‐secession position. Thus,
in a decade the main historically moderate, regionalist
political force of Catalonia had moved from pragmatic
regionalism to independentism without there being a
parallel change in its voters’ opinions.

It is important to note that this process of increas‐
ing centrifugal party competition in Catalonia was fol‐
lowed by slightly significant changes in the polarization
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Figure 2. Party system polarization in the left–right dimension and the national dimension. Source: Authors’ elaboration
using CIS’s post‐electoral surveys based on Dalton’s Polarization Index (see the Appendix).
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of the party system (measured using Dalton’s polarization
index; see the Supplementary File). As seen in Figure 2,
perceived polarization in the centre‐periphery cleavage
increased smoothly throughout the decade at both the
elite and the mass level and measured in terms of both
the left–right dimension and the national dimension.
National polarization has usually been slightly higher than
the left–right dimension. At the party level, the difference
between left–right and national polarization increased
particularly significantly after 2006. While the left–right‐
weighted distances among parties and voters remained
unchanged overall, the rise in national polarization was
related to the centrifugal dynamics perceived by individu‐
als, especially regarding the emerging party in those years,
Ciudadanos (Citizens)—a party that represented tough
opposition to Catalan nationalism—and CiU, along with
its party successors. These two forces exemplify the diver‐
gent paths followed by Catalan parties in the national
dimension as perceived by the electorate (Figure 3). This
evolution suggests that the pattern of party radicalization
between 2006 and 2012 was part of a general trend that
brought all political parties further from the centre at the
zenith of the secession crisis in 2017.

As a consequence, individual perceptions of polar‐
ization increased over the course of the decade.
Interestingly, this evolution was not necessarily consis‐
tent across the electorate. As seen in Figure 4, the
trend was clearer in the vertical dimension than in
the horizontal dimension as well as among voters from
non‐regionalist parties. Hence, regionalist voters tended
to exhibit higher rates of horizontal polarization, i.e.,

they saw larger differences between parties compared to
non‐regionalists’ perceptions. As for the vertical dimen‐
sion, someparties developed stronger perceptions of the
ideological distances between themselves and the par‐
ties of the system. Indeed, PP’s, Ciudadanos’, ERC’s, and
CiU’s voters all showed higher rates of vertical ideological
distances, which steadily increased from 2003. By con‐
trast, those who voted for more moderate parties—like
Partit dels Socialistes de Catalunya (PSC, Catalan Socialist
Party) and Iniciativa Catalunya Verds (ICV, Initiative
for Catalonia Greens)—manifested lower perceptions
of polarization.

However, by 2012 all party electorates achieved the
highest levels of vertical and horizontal polarization in
the series. This was the result of the policy change in
the territorial issue adopted by CiU in competition with
ERC, as between 2010 and 2012 both parties included
explicit demands for a secession referendumwithin their
electoral platforms, framing these demands in terms of
democracy, justice, and necessity (to solve the economic
crisis). Interestingly, this evolution was not replicated to
the same extent by the non‐regionalist parties—even
though parties like PSC, PP, and particularly Ciudadanos
each had a clear position against secession—as they
usually downplayed or did not give credibility to such
demands, often describing the secessionists’ momen‐
tum as a “soufflé” (Paz, 2012). Some parties (PSC, ICV)
even accepted the possibility of holding a sort of refer‐
endum on devolution. Hence, in those years, centrifugal
competition camemostly fromCatalan regionalist forces,
while non‐regionalists instead tended to emphasize the
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Figure 4. Evolution of horizontal (right) and vertical (left) polarization by parties. Source: Authors’ elaboration using CIS’s
post‐electoral surveys based on polarization indexes (see Section 4).

economy and the need to overcome the Great Recession.
The mottos selected for the 2012 election reflected
these different approaches. Indeed, whereas ERC explic‐
itly mentioned secession (“vote for independence”) and
CiU defended “the will of the people,” PSC presented
itself as “the reasonable alternative” and both PP and
Ciudadanos stated the idea of “better together” (Barrio
et al., 2018).

Overall, this political context was defined by cen‐
trifugal dynamics of party competition fed by regional‐
ist forces as well as a pattern of increasing perceived dis‐
tances between parties and between parties and voters.
In the next section, we will attempt to connect this pat‐
tern with changes in individuals’ preferences regarding
the national issue.

4. Hypotheses, Data, and Methods

This study employs the concept of polarization to capture
how individuals perceived changes in party positions in
the national cleavage as a consequence of the centrifugal
party competition held in the previous decade, as intro‐
duced in Section 3. The effect of these perceptions of
party positions can be better understood under the light
provided by party cues. Such cues may operate as heuris‐
tics for voters, reducing the costs of expressing opinions
with regard to controversial issues (Lupia, 1994). Parties
may also influence opinions through partisan‐motivated
reasoning, as mentioned in Section 2.2, when voters
adopt parties’ positions because they identify with them
and want to continue supporting them (Bolsen et al.,
2014). In this vein, several analysts have suggested that
the progressive adoption by CiU of the demand for a
secession referendum (and its support for secession as
well) made it easier for many of this party’s voters to
move towards the same position (Martí, 2013; Rico &
Liñeira, 2014), even where they already had a “crystal‐
lized” position (Guntermann, 2017). Hence, after years
of criticism raised by regionalist parties against the con‐

stitutional Spanish framework, sending cues about their
evolution towards more radical positions and adopting
frame strategies to legitimate the new demands for a
vote on secession, these parties were able to persuade
most of their voters that they were truly committed to
their new claims for independence. On the other side of
the party system, non‐regionalist parties were less con‐
vinced of this policy turn and initially decided to simply
wait for the secessionist momentum to vanish (which did
not happen).

Therefore, according to the political portrait pre‐
sented in the previous section, our general expectation
is that (perceived) polarization impelled many voters
towards clearer positions regarding the national issue.
However, this effect might have differed depending on
voters’ orientations, particularly with regard to their pre‐
ferred party. While polarization might have initially been
a source of support for independence among regional‐
ist voters (H1), it is less likely that it played the same
strong role to foster hard opposition against secession
among those non‐regionalist parties’ voters (H2). Hence,
the party cues provided by regionalist parties regarding
the issue should have made it easier for regionalist vot‐
ers to perceive greater distances among parties in the
centre‐periphery cleavage. As a consequence, regional‐
ist voters with higher perceptions of horizontal polar‐
ization should have been more likely to support seces‐
sion (H1a). An alternative way of observing the effect
of polarization is by considering the importance of the
party cues provided by one’s own party in reinforcing
one’s perceptions of its distances from other parties that
do not share the same approach. Accordingly, support
for secession should have increased as regionalist vot‐
ers perceived that their positions regarding the national
issue had moved further away from most of the par‐
ties: vertical polarization (H1b). Both hypotheses assume
that polarization initially affected potential supporters of
secession more than those who remained sceptical or
opposed. Alternatively, if polarized perceptions spread
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equally among all subsets of regionalist voters from the
beginning, we should expect a non‐significant effect of
polarization (null hypothesis).

Given that the non‐regionalist parties had more
reactive positions regarding the territorial issue than
their regionalist counterparts, as most of them did not
exclusively focus on this issue, and given that some of
them (e.g., PSC) entered the debate with moderate posi‐
tions (for instance, not completely rejecting the idea
of a referendum), we can expect that polarization pro‐
duced a less sharp effect regarding support for seces‐
sion among non‐regionalist voters. Hence, given that
these voters perceived smaller differences among par‐
ties and the different subsets of non‐regionalist voters’
perceptions regarding vertical polarization were more
heterogeneous, we should expect a weaker or irrele‐
vant (negative) impact of both horizontal (H2a) and ver‐
tical (H2b) polarization on their territorial preferences.
Alternatively, the null hypothesis for this second expec‐
tation is that polarization produced the same equivalent
(but opposite) effect in both electorates. This null hypoth‐
esis would mean that non‐regionalist voters would also
adopt polarized positions and would indeed oppose
secession in the same extent than regionalist voters
expressed support for it.

As several scholars have shown, identity is a funda‐
mental driver of secession. Therefore, we should expect
identity not only to have a positive effect, but also
to act as a multiplier of the polarization effect among
regionalist voters, as radicalization among regionalist
parties should be particularly persuading to those with a
strong Catalan national identity (H3). Hence, to observe
this additional effect we will introduce an interaction
between these two variables in our general model.

To estimate the impact of polarization at the individ‐
ual level, we employ two different indicators. Horizontal
polarization (the perceived distance between parties) is
operationalized with Lupu’s (2015) index of perceived
party polarization, as the sum of the weighted average
distances between each pair of parties:

Horizontal Polarization =
m−1
∑
k=1

m

∑
j=1

wj + wk

m − 1 |pj − pk|

where j and k are different parties, pj and pk are the ideo‐
logical positions the respondent assigned parties j and k
in the left–right axis,wj andwk are their vote shares, and
m is the number of parties the respondent placed.

In addition, vertical polarizationmeasures the aggre‐
gated distances between each individual and each party,
as perceived by the former.Wemeasure it using our own
estimation of the average of the sum of the distances
between the voter and each party:

Vertical Polarization =
∑j=1 (v − pj)

m
where v is the voter’s self‐placement and pj is the ideolog‐
ical position of each political party (as perceived by the

same voter) in the left–right axis, whilem is the number
of parties the respondent placed.

The research uses survey data from CIS’ post‐
electoral studies concerning the Catalan elections in
2012. We also use CIS’ post‐electoral studies of previ‐
ous regional elections in Catalonia since 1999 to esti‐
mate the polarization indices. They include questions
to elicit respondents’ opinions of the centre‐periphery
cleavage (the dependent variable) and the extent of
Catalan nationalism (the main independent variable),
measured using an index from 1 to 10 (where 10 is the
maximum level of Catalan nationalism); individuals give
their own position as well as those of the main par‐
ties. We utilize this index to compute the variables with
respect to polarization and run logistic regressionmodels
to estimate the effects on the three dependent variables.

Our dependent variable is support for secession.
We build a dummy variable from an original categorical
variable asking which kind of territorial arrangement is
preferable for Spain, among five options: no decentraliza‐
tion at all, less decentralization, status quo, more decen‐
tralization, or the possibility of self‐determination for
regions aiming to become an independent state. The last
option is usually taken as support for independence (or
at least the chance to decide via referendum).

The research hypotheses assume different effects
of polarization on the dependent variable depending
on voters’ choice of political party. Hence, our mod‐
els will be run on two different sets of voters: region‐
alist parties and non‐regionalist parties. The first group
comprises those who in 2012 voted for either CiU,
ERC, or Candidatura d’Unitat Popular (CUP, Candidacy
of Popular Union), a radical left‐wing party supporting
independence. These parties were more clearly aligned
in favour of an independence referendum in the 2012
electoral campaign. The second group comprises PSC, PP,
and Ciudadanos. These parties have traditionally been
opposed to independence and defend Catalonia’s union
with Spain. We do not include within these groups those
who voted for ICV, a regionalist party with links to the
Spanish radical left that is not formally in favour of seces‐
sion but is amenable to discussing terms for a refer‐
endum. Alternatively, to check the robustness of our
results we will observe the differences depending on
the vote held in 2010 (reported by individuals in 2012).
In the same vein, we will employ data from CIS’ 2010
post‐electoral study E2857 and include the indicators
used in the 2012 survey.

Ourmodels include several control items, like gender,
age, profession, education, and town size. More impor‐
tantly, the models also control for the main explanations
provided by previous studies: birthplace (in Catalonia or
elsewhere), main language employed (Catalan, Spanish,
both, or other), criticism of the economic situation,
and, above all, national identity (measured using the
Moreno‐Linz question, which distinguishes individuals
feeling only Spaniard or only Catalan, more Spaniard
than Catalan and vice versa, or as Catalan as Spaniard).
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5. Empirical Findings

If regionalist parties—and particularly CiU—were
embroiled in centrifugal competition, thereby polarizing
the electorate’s political attitudes, did this polarization
play a role in fostering support for secession? To test
our hypotheses, we regress support for secession by
different types of polarization and other control vari‐
ables with opinion data from 2012. Figure 5 plots the
average marginal effects of each dimension of polariza‐
tion according to each group of voters (the results for
the full models are reported in Tables A2 and A3 in the
Supplementary File).

Indeed, the results show that both horizontal and
vertical national polarization had a significant effect on
support for secession. Hence, all things being equal, an
increase of one unit in perceived distance between par‐
ties on the nationalism scale would increase by 50%
the chances of an individual supporting secession rel‐
ative to other territorial preferences (H1a). Similarly, a
one‐point increase in perceived distance between each
voter and all the political parties would raise their proba‐
bility of supporting secession by 136% (H1b). This signifi‐
cant positive effect is generally constant across different
types of models’ specifications and different operational‐
izations of the dependent variable. The positive effect
remains constant in spite of the influence of other com‐
mon explanations (like economic criticism and being a
Catalan speaker).

We should report an unexpected change of direction
in the horizontal polarization effect (Model 3 in Table A2
in the Supplementary File) when both dimensions (hor‐
izontal and vertical) are included in the model simulta‐
neously. None of the other specifications of the model

produce this change. There are no signs of collinearity in
this model and the correlation between the two dimen‐
sions ismoderate (0.4). Given that both factors are based
on the same original index, it seems that the vertical
indicator is better at capturing the influence on support
for secession.

However, this unexpected negative drift of the hori‐
zontal indicator disappears when we test the interaction
effect between polarization and identity (Model 4 in the
Supplementary File). The significant positive effects of
both indicators of polarization are constant across dif‐
ferent specifications of the interaction model and give
empirical support to H3. Moreover, the measures of fit
suggest that this interaction model fits better than the
modelswithout interaction. Hence, asweexpected, iden‐
tity multiplies polarization’s effect on support for seces‐
sion. In Figure 6, we can observe this effect through the
predictive values of the dependent variables estimated
for the interaction in Model 4. It is interesting to note
that the interaction between horizontal polarization and
identity shows that having only or predominantly a
Catalan identity made regionalist voters more receptive
of regionalist parties, while among those regionalist vot‐
ers who claimed to feel as Spanish as Catalan (or more
Spanish), the horizontal polarization effect progressively
reduced their support.

Regarding non‐regionalist voters, the effect of both
horizontal (H2a) and vertical (H2a) polarization indicators
is negative, but as we expected the coefficients are sta‐
tistically non‐significant and, in the case of the horizon‐
tal dimension, almost zero. This result is robust to dif‐
ferent specifications, including the simple version (with
each polarization index as the only dependent variable)
and the introduction of the interaction with identity.

0 .1–.1–.2

Non-Regionalist Regionalist

–.3

Horizontal polariza on

Ver cal polariza on

Figure 5. Average marginal effects of horizontal and vertical polarization on support for independence in 2012 by types
of parties. Notes: The complete results of the models can be found in Tables A2 and A3 in the Appendix (Models 1, 2, 5
and 6).
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Figure 6. Predicted probabilities of support for independence among voters from regionalist parties given different levels
of polarization by national identity. Notes: Predicted probabilities are based on Model 4; see Table A2 in the Appendix for
the complete results.

This result suggests that polarization produced a differ‐
ent outcome among non‐regionalist voters: Although
some of the more polarized were apparently among
those against secession, many non‐polarized voters also
opposed it (a dynamic that was less frequent in the case
of regionalist voters).

Given that the 2012 election experienced a signifi‐
cant degree of volatility among the parties (17.2 points,
the highest since 1988), polarization might have stim‐
ulated party switching. Hence, a significant proportion
of non‐regionalist voters who voted for PSC in 2010
switched to ERC two years later (Rico & Liñeira, 2014).
In this case, wemay be facing a problem of self‐selection
bias, because polarization is hiding the effect of vote
switching, focusing only on voters who had already
switched to a different party because of their territo‐
rial preferences. In response to this potential problem,
we have checked the effect of the models over different
sets of the electorate, distinguishing them according to
whom they reported voting for in 2010 (the coefficients
are not presented here). Significantly, the main results
of our variables regarding polarization remain constant.
Even the change of direction experienced by horizon‐
tal polarization among regionalist voters in Model 3 dis‐
appears, as it maintains the same significant positive
direction. Thus, the results of our expectation are robust
to the definition of the subset of voters (2012 vote or
2010 vote).

Alternatively, our findings may simply indicate that
polarization is necessarily connected to greater sup‐
port for secessionist positions among regionalist voters.
To consider this potential counterargument, we run the
same models with a post‐electoral survey conducted
after the 2010 election (the coefficients are not pre‐
sented here). The results show a weaker role of polar‐
ization in explaining support for independence among

regionalist voters. Although vertical polarization still
yields significant results, the coefficient is much lower
than in 2012, in some cases approaching zero, partic‐
ularly when identity is introduced as a factor. In addi‐
tion, horizontal polarization is constantly non‐significant
and close to zero. We find the same outcome for
non‐regionalist voters, whose coefficients are almost
zero and non‐significant. Overall, these results indicate
that polarization was irrelevant in explaining individuals’
attitudes towards independence in 2010. The results are
consistent with what we expected from the party strate‐
gies implemented to date. Although by 2010 CiU had
evolved a more critical position regarding the issue, its
strategy was still far from being a pro‐secession posi‐
tion, while ERC continued to emphasize social issues
(the party had been in the government since 2003).
Only the newpro‐secession electoral coalition Solidaritat
Catalana per la Independència (SI, Catalan Solidarity for
Independence) was explicitly supporting independence
as a central issue, but the sample of its voters in the sur‐
vey was too small to check the hypothesis.

6. Conclusion

The literature analysing support for secession has usu‐
ally relied on structural factors to explain the preva‐
lence of claims for independence over time. However,
Catalonia offers a challenging case of a sudden, rapid rise
in such claims in a narrow span of time, for which agency
factors—particularly the role of parties and leaders—
could provide more useful explanations. We have sug‐
gested a two‐step process. First, given that Catalan
regionalist parties had progressively adopted more rad‐
ical positions regarding the centre‐periphery cleavage
over the course of the decade (as has been stated
by previous works), these centrifugal strategies were
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perceived by the electorate as drivers of growing polar‐
ization. Indeed, we have provided empirical evidence
of a smooth increase in polarization among the elec‐
torate, particularly between 2006 and 2012. Second,
when the parties strengthened their outbidding competi‐
tion around 2012, transforming their platforms and their
messages to explicitly pledge their support for secession,
many of their voters were more likely to follow the cue
and give their support to independence as well. After
measuring perceived polarization at the horizontal level
(between parties) and the vertical level (between par‐
ties and voters) in the national cleavage, this article has
shown that both dimensions of polarization were signifi‐
cantly related to an increase in support for secession and
voting for the applicable parties among regionalist vot‐
ers, but not necessarily among non‐regionalist ones.

This article is a first step to observe the political con‐
sequences of centrifugal strategies and polarization in
the nationalist dimension for the territorial preferences
of the electorate in a context of great significance in the
centre‐periphery cleavage. Furthermore, Guntermann
and Blais (2020) are among those to have suggested
that moderate voters may finally be persuaded to take
sides in a context of high elite polarization, based on
analysing data from2017, bywhich time polarization had
spread throughout the electorate. Our study suggests
that, at the beginning of this political process, such align‐
ment only occurred among themost polarized voters and
not necessarily in the two‐party blocks. Future studies
should observe what happened in the interim and how
the polarization of both elites and voters evolved in par‐
allel, along with the consequences. Accordingly, more
attention should be given to those parties that adopted
more centrifugal strategies, like Ciudadanos, in order to
ascertain how they could benefit from this polarization.
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