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Abstract
This letter studies the impact of past violence and repression on current territorial preferences in a con-
temporary democracy. Does a violent past lay the grounds for pro-secessionist preferences, or does it lead
individuals to cling on to the territorial status quo? We study whether exposure to the events of the
Spanish Civil War and its immediate aftermath made people more or less likely to support Catalan seces-
sion from Spain. Our analysis employs a dataset that combines a large N of individual-level survey data
with historical data about repression and violence in each Catalan municipality. Findings indicate that
current preferences for secession tend to diminish among the oldest Catalan generation that was exposed
to higher levels of violence in their municipality. Most crucially, we show that exposure to violence created
a sense of apathy towards politics among the oldest cohort, which eventually leads to a lower predispos-
ition to support secession, a feeling that was not transmitted to subsequent generations. Our findings qual-
ify some of the existing knowledge on the effects of past political violence on present political attitudes.
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A large literature in political science has sought to explore whether episodes of violence and
repression leave a long-standing mark on attitudes and political behaviour. Previous works
have mostly found that significant negative events leave an imprint on people’s lives – and on
subsequent generations (Simpser, Slater and Wittenberg 2018). A survey of the recent literature
generally supports the idea that groups exposed to violence/repression are more likely to develop
ideological attitudes and associated political behaviour on the opposite ideological side of what
the perpetrator stands for. For instance, Blattman (2009) and Bellows and Miguel (2006) show
that the experience of violence during wars made voters more susceptible to voting against parties
ideologically aligned with those that perpetrated the violence. Similarly, Dinas and
Northmore-Ball (2019) conclude that violence during dictatorships creates an anti-regime bias
that survives over time. In recent literature, this anti-regime-bias logic has also been shown,
for example, in Italy (Costalli and Ruggeri 2019), Spain (Balcells 2012; Villamil 2020) and
Ukraine (Rozenas, Schutte and Zhukov 2017).

Notwithstanding the recent findings, the literature is still far from reaching a consensus on the
matter. For instance, Wang (2021), after examining the long-term effect of repression during
China’s Cultural Revolution, finds that while state repression created anti-regime attitudes, it
also decreased citizens’ contentious behaviour. Similarly, Zhukov and Talibova (2018) find that
Russian localities that experienced more repressive violence are more likely to abstain from pol-
itics, and Rozenas and Zhukov (2019) conclude that the long-term effect of Stalin’s ‘terror by
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hunger’ is time varying and, in some circumstances, leads Ukrainians to behave more loyally
towards Moscow. In a cross-national observational study, Torcal and Montero (2006) show
that people living in countries with a recent authoritarian past, such as Spain, Portugal or
Greece, are more likely to abstain from voting. Finally, and despite finding an anti-regime-bias
logic in voting, Balcells (2012) concludes that younger generations are more influenced by past
violent experiences than older generations, and that self-reported victimization does not have
an effect on identities articulated around the centre–periphery cleavage.

As the previous summary illustrates, the question is far from settled. Thus, most previous
research has focused on the long-term effect of violence and repression on people’s political
behaviour, mainly vote choice but also abstention (Lupu and Peisakhin 2017). Others look at atti-
tudes, with a special focus on trust (Valencia and Tur-Prats 2020). Yet, previous works have
largely overlooked an important outcome, namely, people’s support for or rejection of the terri-
torial status quo. Being more left-wing or right-wing, or having more or less trust, though
undoubtedly important, might constitute a mild sign of rejection (or of bias). However, the will-
ingness to change the territorial status quo is a clear indication of dissidence and can even con-
stitute a better proxy of people’s support for the current political system.

In this research note, we precisely complement this vivid debate by examining to what extent –
and in which direction – violence and repression experienced during the Spanish Civil War
(1936–39) and its immediate aftermath left an imprint on the Catalans’ willingness to support
the creation of a new state. We examine whether the effect of a violent past on current secessionist
preferences, if any, is circumscribed to the old cohort or has travelled over time. In addition, we
explore whether exposure to violence leads people to avoid involvement in new conflicts or a
sense of political apathy that may trigger a lower willingness to support independence.

The coup d’état against the Spanish Second Republic (1931–39) was designed, among other
things, as a reaction against conceding power to the Catalans. As historians have documented
(Solé i Sabaté and Villarroya i Font 1989), the centre–periphery cleavage was a salient topic before
and during the war, and has remained salient ever since – at varying degrees and together with
the left–right divide. For instance, one of the first measures implemented by the Francoist army
after occupying Catalonia was to ban the Catalan language and impose a unitary idea of the
Spanish nation – as illustrated in the indoctrination of children on Spanish nationalism in school
curricula. If this created a reaction along the lines of the anti-regime-bias expectation, then we
should observe that cohorts who were exposed to more violence during their formative years
should have been more likely to embrace the secessionist claim.

Yet, one might need to consider that while repression from the Francoist regime was more
intense, violence also came from the Republican side. Thus, on the one hand, it can be argued
that violence from both the Francoists and the Republican supporters created the feeling,
among cohorts exposed to it, that the situation was irreconcilable and that an alternative solution
to the current state of affairs was Catalan independence. On the other hand, it can also be sus-
tained that cohorts exposed to violence from both sides were more likely to develop a feeling of
apathy or disaffection towards politics (Torcal and Montero 2006), which eventually made them
less likely to support the secessionist claim. Experiencing violence and repression at first hand
could have fostered feelings based on the awareness of the risks that political conflicts may entail.
It might have increased the perception that a radical political confrontation and polarization can
break social harmony and represent a risk for personal integrity. Supporting secession from Spain
implies favouring a rupture of the status quo. Even within the framework of a democratic regime,
it may recall the sort of hazardous political stances that cohorts with formative memories of pol-
itical violence fear. Yet, to add to the mixed theoretical expectations, Spain is often portrayed as
an example of a country that was capable of following a successful democratic transition and
hence able to heal the wounds of the past (Higley and Gunther 1992). If this is true, we should
not observe any difference in support for secession across different cohorts, as the scars of the
conflict should have been healed.

270 Toni Rodon and Raül Tormos

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000035 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000035


Methodologically, we test each of the previous expectations, utilizing fixed effects (FE) and
random effects (RE) models applied to a large-N dataset that combines individual- and
municipality-level data from Catalonia. The individual-level data come from repeated cross-
sectional surveys that cover 27 years (1991–2016). The municipality-level information has been
obtained from historical records about repression and violence during and after the Spanish
Civil War. Our main strategy consists of considering this combined multilevel dataset as a single
cross-section in order to attain a representative sample of individuals within municipalities for
Catalonia. Then, we perform multilevel random-effects models and specify cross-level interac-
tions between cohort groups at the individual level and the degree of violence and repression
at the municipality level, while including control variables at both levels to exclude potential
observed confounders. We additionally rely on a fixed-effects dummy-variable approach and
an extension to deal with cross-level interactions that adjusts for contextual unobserved hetero-
geneity (Giesselmann and Schmidt-Catran 2020), as well as on the more comprehensive hybrid
framework of the ‘within and between random effects’ (REWB) models (Bell, Fairbrother and
Jones 2019).

We find that cohorts that lived in contexts where repression and violence were more intense
during their formative period are also less likely to support Catalan independence today.
Therefore, our results show that when it comes to secessionist attitudes, the anti-regime-bias
logic is not supported. In the second part of this letter, we explore why this is the case, finding
support for two different logics: first, we show that older cohorts were more likely to develop a
feeling of political apathy and fatalism, which might have alienated them from a high-stakes issue
like Catalan independence; and, secondly, findings point to the idea that the bias against inde-
pendence among older cohorts is circumscribed to them and was not transmitted to other
generations.

Research Design
Our empirical analysis exploits a pooled dataset of repeated cross-sectional surveys that spans
over 27 years (1991–2016).1 All samples are representative of the Catalan voting-age population
and have wide geographic coverage – municipalities included in the pooled sample cover 96 per
cent of the Catalan population. Our main outcome is the question: ‘With regard to the Spanish
state, do you think Catalonia should be…?’ Respondents could choose one of the following
options: ‘a region’, ‘an autonomous community’, ‘a state within a federal Spain’ or ‘an independ-
ent state’. We created a binary indicator that captures whether the respondent wants Catalonia to
become an independent state versus the rest. Although this question aims at measuring a respon-
dent’s preferred territorial option and only indirectly captures their position on an independent
Catalonia, it has been consistently asked over a long period, and, most crucially, it correlates
strongly with other direct questions (Guinjoan and Rodon 2016).

Our main explanatory variable is the percentage of people repressed during and after the Civil
War by the Francoist regime (up until 1950) minus the percentage of people executed by the Left
during the Civil War. The former comes from Solé i Sabaté and Villarroya i Font (1989); the latter
comes from ‘The list of juridical repair of victims of Franco’s regime’, published in 2015 by the
Catalan government (Generalitat de Catalunya 2017). Percentages are based on the 1936 popu-
lation as compiled in the census right before the Civil War. Both datasets were collected by his-
torians, who thoroughly gathered information from several archives, cross-checking the data from
different sources. Left-wing repression only took place during the Civil War, while Francoist
repression continued after the conflict (mainly up until 1949). While left-wing repression essen-
tially captures the number of killings during the conflict, right-wing repression includes the num-
ber of executions, people imprisoned during and after the war (up until 1945) and other

1The Online Appendix includes the summary statistics, sources, additional analyses and several robustness checks.
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repressive measures (that is, sanctions). This implies that the indicator is mostly positive and
hence right-skewed. All in all, this indicator allows us to distinguish between both types of repres-
sion, as they are qualitatively different and might generate different effects (Balcells 2012).
Francoist repression was perpetrated against the other ideological side (the Left), but it was
also justified in stopping any national dissidence (Catalan identity or others) and Catalan seces-
sion. In contrast, left-wing repression mainly targeted wealthy, religious and conservative indivi-
duals in a pattern largely unrelated to their anti- or pro-secession stances. By taking the difference
between both indicators, we are taking into consideration both dynamics and that one type of
violence can potentially cancel out the other. For instance, if a municipality only experienced
Francoist repression, the effect on secessionist preferences could arguably be higher compared
to a municipality that experienced both Francoist repression and left-wing violence.

We focus on studying the generation likely to have experienced the violent events at first hand
(those turning 18 years old between 1917 and 1949 in our sample) and consider the rest of the
age groups altogether.2 Our approach implies a within-cohort analysis, that is, a comparison
between senior citizens with formative experiences dating back to the Civil War and the first
years of the Francoist Regime who experienced dire violence and repression in their municipal-
ities, and equivalent elders who were less exposed to such dreadful events in their villages. We
also perform a between-cohort comparison, looking at the difference in the effect of violence
at the municipal level in the oldest generation compared to its impact in the rest of the cohort
groups. The latter allows us to detect an eventual intergenerational transmission of the effects
of violence. Our modelling strategy mainly relies on RE models where individuals are nested
within municipalities, as well as on FE models with municipality dummies. We hypothesize
that the effect of past violence on current political attitudes is channelled through the cohort’s
formative experiences of being closely exposed to that violence.3

We performed two types of RE models. In our first RE approach, we implement two-level
models where individuals are nested within municipalities. In doing so, we consider our dataset
as one large cross-sectional sample from a single time point. By pooling different datasets, we can
obtain a good sample for most Catalan municipalities.4 It is also important to bear in mind that
our period of analysis crucially captures changes in the saliency of the independence debate by
covering several contemporary contextual circumstances, which implies various governments,
both at the regional and the national levels, and different economic periods.

In these RE models, we include several important controls that adjust for potential observed
confounders, helping to rule out that other observed factors related to the individual character-
istics of respondents or the composition of municipalities confound the relationship between
violence and support for secession through the formative experiences of older citizens. At
the individual level, we include a respondent’s Left–Right ideology, as Catalonia’s political

2Separate results for each cohort are also provided in Sections E.F of the Online Appendix, confirming that the effect of
violence is circumscribed to the oldest generation.

3With such a design, it is not necessary to deal with the age–period–cohort identification problem as we do not need to
identify each of these separate effects. We are interested in estimating not current period effects (from 1991 to 2016), but the
period effects of the past in the form of the formative experiences of the oldest cohort. We neither need to account for age
effects, as they are adjusted for when comparing individuals from the oldest cohort with different degrees of exposure to vio-
lence. Yet, we provide an age–period–cohort analysis as a robustness check in Section E.C of the Online Appendix.

4Our data can be viewed as neither a panel of individuals, nor a panel of municipalities. We are able to reach an adequate
representative sample of individuals across municipalities thanks to pooling the repeated cross-section surveys over time (fol-
lowing the procedure also employed in Rodon and Guinjoan [2018]). With such a design, we attain a satisfactory cross-
section dataset at two levels. In this case, we control for time by dividing the sample into two periods in the main models,
as well as including year dummies or defining a third level for year in age-period-cohort (APC) RE models (see Sections E.C
and E.F in the Online Appendix). Furthermore, current period effects are not of much interest here since we are investigating
a period effect of the long distant past that does not change in our dataset over time. It can be considered constant, as linked
to the formative experiences of the oldest generation.
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competition follows a bidimensional structure (Left–Right and pro-/anti-independence dimen-
sions) and the weight of the repressive past might be different between individuals ideologically
aligned with the Francoist dictatorship and the rest (Galais and Serrano 2020). As a proxy for an
individual’s political identity, an important factor shaping political attitudes and vote choice in
the Catalan case (Rodon and Guinjoan 2018; Serrano 2013), we control for the language a
respondent speaks at home.

We also include several indicators at the municipality level that help us tackle different con-
textual circumstances related to independence support (Rodon and Guinjoan 2018). We incorp-
orate: (1) the percentage of people born in Catalonia; (2) the percentage of older people (64 years
old or more); (3) the percentage of men; (4) the population of the municipality; and (5) the elect-
oral district (province) a respondent belongs to. Finally, all models are based on individuals that
were born in Catalonia. We do not know where respondents born outside Catalonia lived before;
therefore, it is not possible to capture the intensity of repression (if any) that they were exposed to
when they were young.5

In our second RE approach, we explicitly include the time dimension in the analysis. We per-
form a REWB model, a hybrid approach explained by Bell, Fairbrother and Jones (2019; see also
Fairbrother 2014; Tormos 2019). In this three-level model, individuals are nested within
municipality-year units, which, in turn, are considered observations of each municipality (a
panel of municipalities). This hybrid modelling strategy allows estimating the effects of both
time-invariant and time-varying contextual covariates. It combines the between-effects estimator
of RE models with the within-effects estimator of FE models.

In addition, we also run FE models to control for unobserved heterogeneity at the context
level by specifying municipality dummies. We extend this approach in two different ways.
On the one hand, we perform further models that include year dummies in addition to
municipality dummies. On the other hand, we follow Giesselmann and Schmidt-Catran’s
(2020) advice to properly specify cross-level interactions in FE models by including dum-
mies of the interaction of the group variable with the variables of the interaction. In our
case, this means including dummies of the interaction of municipalities with municipal vio-
lence and with an individual’s generation. This type of model is called ‘country fixed effects
and slopes’ (cFES) and it is aimed at controlling for heterogeneity in the two variables
interacted.

Results
Table 1 shows the results of several logistic regressions with the aforementioned specifications.
Models 1 to 5 are RE models with individuals nested within municipalities while considering
the whole dataset as a large single cross-section. Models 6 and 7 are hybrid REWB models
with individuals nested within municipality-year units and then within municipalities. Finally,
Models 8 to 10 are FE models with municipality dummies (8), municipality and year dummies
(9), and a cFES model for the slopes of the interacted variables (10). Most of the models only
include the independent variables of interest (1, 2, 6, 8 and 9), while the remaining ones also
add controls at both the individual and the context levels (3, 4, 5 and 7). The coefficients of inter-
est come from the interaction between the cohort dummy (old versus the rest) and the
municipality-level repression indicator (the difference in violence/repression by the two ideo-
logical sides). The RE models are specified with random slopes for the lower-level variable

5Sections E.A and F.F in the Online Appendix discuss the null influence of an individual’s language and their Left–Right
position, which can be considered post-treatment, on our estimates. Section C in the Online Appendix deals with population
movements and selective sorting. Sections E and F in the Online Appendix include, respectively, a control for time that
divides the sample into two periods in the main models, and year dummies or defining a third level for year in APC RE
models.
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Table 1. RE, REWB and FE logistic regression models to predict preferences for secession

Random Effects Hybrid REWB Fixed Effects

Total sample 1991–99 2000–16
cFES

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10
Estimates Coef. (SE) Coef. (SE) Coef. (SE) Coef. (SE) Coef. (SE) Coef. (SE) Coef. (SE) Coef. (SE) Coef. (SE) Coef. (SE)

Intercept −0.457*** −0.496*** −1.114* −0.561 −0.377 −0.692*** −0.861 46.70* 42.58*** 12.31
(0.092) (0.094) (0.658) (0.865) (0.951) (0.083) (0.639) (23.89) (23.95) (10.52)

Cohort (oldest) −0.386*** −0.052 −0.143 0.284 −0.476* 1.124 −0.053 0.059 0.207 12.81**
(0.049) (0.173) (0.177) (0.217) (0.258) (0.170) (0.187) (0.152) (0.153) (5.051)

Diff. in repression −0.065* −0.042 0.002 0.017 0.019 −0.011 0.069 −20.48** −18.67* −5.649
(0.038) (0.039) (0.041) (0.056) (0.123) (0.044) (0.047) (10.32) (10.34) (4.658)

Diff. in repression * Cohort −0.205* −0.192** −0.370*** −0.013 −0.232*** −0.243*** −6.025**
(0.080) (0.082) (0.108) (0.116) (0.074) (0.074) (2.494)

BETWEEN: Diff. in repression * Cohort −0.269 −0.728***
(0.194) (0.216)

WITHIN: Diff. in repression * Cohort −0.250*** −0.220**
(0.083) (0.089)

Fixed-effects dummies
Municipalities √ √ √
Years √
Municipalities * Cohort √
Municipalities * Diff. in repression √

Controls
Individual-level √ √ √ √
Municipality-level √ √ √ √
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Random-effects parameters
Var.(cohort) 0.142 0.056 0.038 0.000 0.270 0.291

(0.090) (0.068) (0.055) (0.000) (0.124) (0.144)
Var.(intercept) 0.3060 0.310 0.189 0.077 0.392 0.560 0.437

(0.043) (0.044) (0.038) (0.032) (0.070) (0.045) (0.042)

Model statistics
No. of parameters 5 6 18 18 18 7 19 526 551 549
Log-Lik. intercept only −13,178.5 −13,178.5 −13,178.5 −4,878.9 −8,187.2 −12,863.3 −12,863.3 −13,267.4 −13,267.4 −13,077.0
Log Lik. full model −13,144.4 −13,136.5 −10,816.1 −4,119.5 −6,596.4 −12,835.0 −10,578.3 −12,669.2 −12,197.3 −12,448.9
% Change in log-lik. 0.3% 0.3% 17.9% 15.6% 19.4% 0.2% 17.8% 4.5% 8.1% 4.8%
AIC 26,296.9 26,284.9 21,670.2 8,276.9 13,230.7 25,684.0 21,196.7 1.227 1.185 1.244
BIC 26,328.8 26,332.8 21,819.1 8,408.2 13,370.1 25,739.8 21,353.4 29,275.0 28,560.4 −177,588.6
McFadden’s R2 0.045 0.081 0.048
McKelvey & Zavoina’s R2 0.005 0.007 0.157 0.105 0.180 0.005 0.144 0.078 0.132 0.159

N
Individuals 21,492 21,492 18,724 7,394 11,330 21,492 18,724 21,290 21,290 20,905
Municipalities 424 424 422 210 358 424 422
Municipalities & years 1,022 1,020

Notes: Effects of the difference in the percentage of the population repressed by both sides in each municipality during and after the Civil War in the formative experiences of senior citizens. * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05;
*** p < 0.01.
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involved in the cross-level interaction (cohort), as advised by Heisig and Schaffer (2019) to obtain
robust estimates.6

In all the models in Table 1, the interaction is statistically significant, negative and similar in
strength across specifications.7 This means that support for secession is lower among the old
cohort that lives in places that experienced a relatively high level of repression by the Francoist
regime during and after the Civil War. The rest of the cohorts who could not have experienced
such violence directly do not seem to have become affected. Interestingly, the old cohort is not per
se less pro-independence when the cross-level interaction is specified (see Model 2). Old cohorts
are only less prone to independence if they live in municipalities where repression by the
Francoist dictatorship was more intense. As Model 4 shows, the effect is particularly pronounced
when we restrict the sample to the 1991–99 period. During these years, when secession was not
very popular and the older cohort was still demographically relevant, Catalans who were exposed
to the Civil War and subsequent repressive period and lived in a more repressed locality were
particularly anti-secession.8 Figure 1 graphically portrays the cross-level interaction of the RE
models. In Figure D1 in Section D of the Online Appendix, we show that the magnitude of
the interaction effects across RE and FE specifications is similar.

We performed an equivalent analysis but using Left–Right ideology as a dependent variable
(see Section E.A in the Online Appendix). In contrast to studies examining vote choice
(Balcells 2012; Villamil 2020), our results indicate that being exposed to higher levels of violence
did not affect an individual’s Left–Right position, the other relevant dimension of competition in
Catalonia.

Finally, in additional models, we examine the effect of the percentage of people that experi-
enced violence/repression at the municipality level, regardless of the perpetrators, and we unpack
the effect of both types (see Section E.B in the Online Appendix). Results show that total violence
is associated with a lower support for independence among cohorts that experienced it, essentially
because these were places where the Francoist repression was more intense. In contrast, the effect
of left-wing violence on secessionist support, adjusted for the intensity of Francoist repression,
does not have an effect on secessionist attitudes.

The Persistence of the Gap
Our empirical analysis shows that cohorts exposed to violence during their formative years are
less likely to embrace the secessionist project. Findings, therefore, go in a different direction
than the anti-regime-bias logic. When it comes to being opposed to or in favour of the creation
of a new state, our results show that people exposed to more violence are not more likely to
develop a bias against one of the ideological pillars of the perpetrators of violence. Why do we
observe such effects? We explore two different mechanisms.

First, our intuition, aligned with previous work (Torcal and Montero, 2006), is that people who
were exposed to a higher intensity of violence developed an anti-politics feeling, which also made
them more likely to take a stance against secessionism. The political issue of Catalan independ-
ence has the capacity to polarize society, and this might not sit well among the old cohorts that

6An alternative modelling strategy (see Section F.E in the Online Appendix) uses a linear probability model with pooled
individual- and aggregate-level variables together and clustered standard errors at the aggregate level of municipalities (Wang,
2021).

7The exception is Model 5, run on the subsample of the period 2000–16. During this period, the majority of individuals in
the oldest cohort had died. The remaining individuals might be unrepresentative of the original cohort due to possible biases
in its composition (e.g., the differential survival of those well-off).

8In order to avoid an eventual model dependency of our analysis, we replicated the interactions using linear RE models
instead of logistic ones on support for secession (see Section F.E in the Online Appendix), as well as with territorial prefer-
ences as the dependent variable (an ordinal scale with four response options) separately (see Section F.C in the Online
Appendix).
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were exposed to violent events. Attitudes against politics can be expressed through a variety of
forms, including apathy, apoliticism, cynicism and distrust towards politics. If the effects of vio-
lence operate through the development of anti-politics feelings, we would spot a spread of such
political attitudes among the older generation that was exposed to violence in their municipality
during their formative years. To that end, we exploit a series of indicators measuring this type of
attitude, as well as feelings of political efficacy, using agree–disagree scales that have been consist-
ently included in the dataset. Figure 2 shows that there are indeed differences in two of those indi-
cators. Senior citizens in municipalities that experienced higher levels of violence are more likely
to believe that ‘elections are not really useful because the same people always rule’ than the same
cohort group in municipalities with less violence – a feeling of fatalism towards the outcome of
democracy. The cohort group exposed to higher violence in their formative years is also more
inclined to think that ‘it is better not to get involved in politics’ – an indication of political apathy.
These people may connect their traumatic experiences of violence during and after the Spanish
Civil War to the political polarization and ideological confrontation of those times. As a result,
they might think that getting involved in politics and taking sides can be dangerous, even in
peaceful times. All in all, dictator’s Franco cynical saying, ‘Do like me, don’t get involved in pol-
itics’, constitutes a metaphor of how this cohort may feel towards the independence project.

Secondly, part of the transmission of traumatic memory hinges upon the idea that new cohorts
take up the values of older ones. If the relationship between violence and support for secession is
circumscribed to older cohorts, and intergenerational transmission does not occur, the automatic
process of generational replacement would progressively dilute the attitudinal legacy of the past
(Tormos 2019). Was the intergenerational transmission of the memory of violence more likely to

Figure 1. Predicted values from RE logistic regression.
Note: Models 2 and 3 from Table 1, showing the cross-level interactions of cohort and the difference in the percentage of those
repressed by both sides in each municipality.
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happen in places that experienced more of this violence? The absence of such a main contextual
effect of violence in support for secession in most models of Table 1 (Models 2–7 and 10) con-
stitutes an indication that memories live as long as those who hold them. There are no signs of
intergenerational transmission or attitudinal transmission related to the municipal level. The sig-
nificance and shape of the interaction indicate that younger cohorts who were not directly
exposed to violence, but lived in municipalities that experienced it, do not become affected.9

Perhaps the lack of such contextual effects is due to an overt will to forget the past.
The Francoist dictatorship silenced those memories. Forgetfulness might have endured well
into the present. Explicit policies of collective memory were implemented in Catalonia just a
decade ago.

Conclusions
Findings in this letter stand in contrast with the most recent empirical evidence on the long-term
effects of violence and repression on political attitudes and political behaviour. Contrary to the
anti-regime-bias hypothesis, which would have predicted higher support for independence
among the generation that experienced more violence perpetrated by the Francoist regime, but
in line with other recent works (Wang 2021; Zhukov and Talibova 2018), we show that cohorts

Figure 2. Cross-level interaction from RE models of cohort and the difference in the percentage of those repressed by both
sides in each municipality on anti-politics feelings.
Note: For the full specification, see the Online Appendix.

9More detailed results where the rest of the cohorts are decomposed into ten-year groups yield equivalent results, as can be
seen in Section E.D in the Online Appendix. Only the oldest cohort with formative experiences potentially linked to violence
is affected.
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exposed to violence during their formative years are less likely to embrace the secessionist project
today. In line with the disaffection argument sustained by some previous works (Torcal and
Montero 2006; Zhukov and Talibova 2018), we find that the oldest cohort was more likely to
develop a feeling of apathy towards politics and that the generational transmission of the anti-
independence feeling did not occur. Our results are also in line with previous works showing
the heterogeneous effects of violence (Rozenas and Zhukov 2019) and how certain conditions
mediate the long-term effects of violence on behaviour and attitudes (Villamil 2020).

A first potential explanation of these different findings is that polarization in the pro- or anti-
independence debate activates the memory differently than polarization along the left–right
dimension. It might be that supporting secession implies a more disruptive event than conflict
over Left and Right, and the former makes cohorts with formative memories of political violence
more concerned (or even afraid) about the outcome than the latter. Another explanation may be
that the long-term effect of violence travels differently over time in democracies or even in con-
texts with two dimensions of political competition.

Overall, we show that cohorts exposed to violence are less likely to support a disruptive event,
such as the independence project, or, in other words, they develop a bias in favour of the status
quo, in this case, being supportive of territorial stability. Thus, our findings qualify those of
Balcells (2012, 311), who concluded that ‘civil war victimization experiences did not have a major
influence on identities articulated around the centre–periphery cleavage’. In addition, results point
to the lack of intergenerational transmission, while other works do (Lupu and Peisakhin 2017).
One reason may be that, compared to other studies, certain political events in Spain, such as the
transition to democracy or economic growth, might have broken the transmission of these values.

All in all, this letter helps us understand how the burden of the past travels to the present day
and, especially, shows that violence does not always create an attitudinal ‘bonus’ against the per-
petrators. On some occasions, like the one we have analysed here, it entails a negative burden that
the cohort that experienced it is not able to overcome.
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