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Abstract
The stability of divided societies is an important and recurring concern in political science
research. It has been suggested that distinctive socialization processes in the different
regions of divided societies will lead to diverging trends in public opinion. Therefore,
we investigate trends in public opinion on key political issues and attitudes in three
divided societies: Canada (Quebec), the United Kingdom (Scotland) and Spain
(Catalonia). Using over two decades of survey data, we show that these distinct commu-
nities indeed have a particular ideological profile but also that there is no indication these
differences become larger over time. In other words, we do not observe any evidence for
an increasing lack of public opinion coherence in these divided societies. We conclude
with some observations on why divergence could not be observed at the level of public
opinion but might still be present at the level of party elites.

Résumé
La stabilité des sociétés divisées est une préoccupation importante et récurrente dans la
recherche en sciences politiques. Il a été suggéré que les processus de socialisation distincts
dans les différentes régions des sociétés divisées conduiraient à des tendances divergentes
dans l’opinion publique. C’est pourquoi nous étudions les tendances de l’opinion publique
sur des questions et des attitudes politiques clés dans trois sociétés divisées : le Canada
(Québec), le Royaume-Uni (Écosse) et l’Espagne (Catalogne).

En utilisant plus de deux décennies de données d’enquête, nous montrons que ces
communautés distinctes ont en effet un profil idéologique particulier, mais que rien
n’indique que ces différences s’accentuent avec le temps. À cet égard, nous n’observons
aucune donnée probante d’un manque croissant de cohérence de l’opinion publique
dans ces sociétés divisées. Nous concluons par quelques observations sur les raisons
pour lesquelles la divergence n’a pu être observée au niveau de l’opinion publique, mais
pourrait encore être présente au niveau des élites des partis.
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Introduction
One of the most fundamental questions within the study of divided societies deals
with their long-term stability (Choudhry, 2008a). Some authors have claimed that
multinational identities and preferences will be associated with a risk of social
division, eventually leading to a weakening of the bond between the components
of the country and to the danger of secessionism (Erk and Anderson, 2009; Keil
and Alber, 2020). This will be especially the case in divided societies with strong,
and potentially disruptive, cleavages along linguistic, ethnic or religious lines
(Gagnon, 2021; Lecours, 2021). Different socialization processes will lead to funda-
mental differences within public opinion, rendering it more difficult to maintain
the status quo (Dupuy et al., 2021; Medeiros et al., 2022). From a theoretical
point of view, this question has led to an important academic debate. On the
one hand, some authors argue that stability in a divided society is possible, as all
communities involved will appreciate their group rights and the status quo the
political institutions have to offer (Choudhry, 2008b; Kelly, 2019). On the other
hand, some argue that in the different communities, with their own media and
education systems, different socialization processes will take place, leading to fur-
ther divergence (Dupuy et al., 2021), and this can express itself in different political
preferences, which might make it difficult to maintain the political status quo
(Medeiros et al., 2022). The risk of instability is further increased because political
elites at the regional level have a strong incentive to advocate for more autonomy
for their own regions (Massetti and Schakel, 2016).

In this article, we investigate whether there are diverging trends in public opin-
ion in three major divided systems. A divided society is defined by the fact that the
risk of a breakup is salient (Choudhry, 2008b), and all the societies we investigate
have experienced in the past decades, in some way or another, a referendum on
secessionism, in which a substantial part of all participants (but never the majority)
expressed support for independence of their region or province. Although indepen-
dence referenda can have other political motives, the observed high level of public
support for secessionism makes clear that the long-term stability of these divided
societies should not be taken for granted (Lecours, 2021; Sanjaume-Calvet,
2021). In this article, we investigate the long-term trends in public opinion in
three divided societies: Canada, the United Kingdom (UK) and Spain.1 We first
review the literature on why one could expect multinational divided societies to
grow further apart—for instance, as a result of mobilizing events such as referen-
dum campaigns (Medeiros, 2019). Subsequently we present data and methods.
Following the results of the analysis, we close with some observations on what
these results imply about the long-term stability of divided societies.

Literature
Within the literature, there is a long-standing debate about the stability of divided
societies (Lustick, 1979; Bogaards, 2019). Some authors have argued that the differ-
ent groups within such a society will find some sort of equilibrium, and that sub-
sequently these groups will tend to keep this kind of status quo (Jakala et al., 2018).
Others, however, point out that divided societies are inherently unstable. In recent
decades, some divided societies have indeed been confronted with endemic
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instability, violent conflict, civil war and secessionism (Aboultaif, 2019). Public
opinion plays a major role in these debates (Swenden and Jans, 2006). To the extent
that cleavages within public opinion become extremely large, it can be difficult to
maintain the long-term stability of divided societies. From a socialization perspec-
tive, this is a plausible scenario. Groups of the population will be socialized in
different cultural and institutional settings, thus leading to the socialization of a
specific regional identity (Dupuy et al., 2021; Poitras and Dufour, 2022). This
identity might express itself as different political preferences and support for differ-
ent political parties, which could enhance the threat to governability (Erk and
Anderson, 2009; Medeiros et al., 2022; Hooghe and Stiers, 2022). When the differ-
ent regions of a divided society have their own media systems and education
systems, younger generations will be most strongly socialized in this setting, and
over a number of decades, this could lead to large, and even insurmountable,
gaps in public opinion (Dupuy et al., 2021). After a couple of decades, citizens
could identify most strongly with their regional group and less strongly with the
federation as a distinct political system.

The risk of instability is most clearly present in divided societies with a limited
number of fundamental cleavages, based on language, ethnicity or religion, where
the spectre of secessionism cannot be dismissed (Bogaards, 2014). Over the past
decades, divided societies such as Canada, Spain and the UK have experienced
referenda on secessionism or regional autonomy. If these had been successful,
the political systems of these countries would no longer exist in their current form
(Laponce, 2010). All three recent referenda (Quebec in 1995, Scotland in 2014 and
Catalonia in 2017) failed to deliver a majority to support regional independence.
These referenda, however, do not just express (a lack of) support for secessionism;
they might also have a socializing function. Participating in a referendum on
regional independence, for instance, might have long-term consequences on the
likelihood that someone will identify first with the regional level and then with
the level of the country (Henderson et al., 2022; Medeiros, 2019).

Another obvious example would be the federal kingdom of Belgium, which has
not experienced a referendum but has been plagued by endemic political instability
since a substate nationalist party (that is, in favour of secessionism) became the
dominant political party in the largest region of the country (Hooghe and Stiers,
2022; Huyse, 1981). Two decades ago, Bermeo (2002: 105) could still confidently
write: “In Spain and Belgium, federalization has held the growth of exclusive iden-
tities in check and stymied support for separatism.” In the current era, few authors
would still support this claim in such a bold manner. Nevertheless, the analysis by
Hooghe and Stiers (2022) has shown that public opinion in the two major language
communities of the country does not diverge, as one would expect following the
socialization perspective. Most divided societies have known rather fundamental
political conflicts, leading to concerns about stability; this type of salient and endur-
ing conflict is, in fact, a defining characteristic of a divided society (Choudhry,
2008a; Lustick, 1979). To some extent, this conflict can manifest itself in support
for substate nationalist parties, but it is important to note that these parties do
not always fully and adequately express the preferences of public opinion in gene-
ral—or even of their own voters (Arrighi, 2019). While some authors have argued
that these substate nationalist parties reflect public opinion (thus effectively
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rendering a vote for these parties a “referendum in disguise”), others have shown
that the electoral appeal of these parties tends to be multidimensional (Blanchet
and Medeiros, 2019). This could imply that even voters for these substate nation-
alist parties do not necessarily agree with all the policy options of these parties
(Henderson, 2007). This means that if we want to determine the mood of public
opinion, election results are not a reliable indicator, as electoral campaigns and a
mix of different policy issues can have an effect on the way people vote. If we
want to make a statement about the dynamics of public opinion in divided
societies, it is clear we need reliable and long-term public opinion data. If different
communities in a divided society evolve in opposing directions, it will become all
the more difficult to find sufficient common ground within that society (Trzciński,
2022).

In line with earlier studies on Belgium (Hooghe and Stiers, 2022), we focus in
this article on trends in public opinion, as we assume this will be the most funda-
mental and enduring indicator of instability in divided societies. If polarizing trends
are only situated among the party elites, for instance, leading to a difficult and
lengthy process of government formation, elections could still serve to replace
those elites, while obviously this is not the case for the population as a whole.
While citizens can select different political leaders, politicians cannot select a dif-
ferent population. For the Belgian study, results showed that existing differences
in public opinion between the two major language regions of the country have
remained rather stable, despite a rather fundamental shift toward devolution in
the country. Belgium, however, offers a very specific form of bipolar federalism,
with only two communities of roughly equal size, and we do not know to what
extent the findings from the Belgian study can be generalized. Therefore, in the
current study we investigate the case of three divided societies—Quebec, Scotland
and Catalonia—that have been or are confronted with secessionist dynamics in
breakaway regions.

Case selection

A number of conditions must be met in order to empirically ascertain public opin-
ion trends in divided societies. First, there has to be a consensus in the literature
that the country forms a divided society where these divisions are salient
(Choudhry, 2008b: 4–5). Importantly, this division can develop on any structural
cleavage, whether ethnicity, culture, religion, language, or some other criterion.
Second, the issue of secessionism has to be salient, either by the presence of strong
substate nationalist parties or by the occurrence of referenda on secessionism
(Huysseune, 2006). Third, since we are specifically interested in changes in public
opinion, we need repeated cross-sections over a longer period of time. This means
that Lebanon and Cyprus, which have often been considered classical examples of
divided societies, cannot be included in the study. Since long-term public opinion
data are not available for these countries, we cannot test the argument that as new
generations are being socialized under conditions of a broad division of authority,
they will gradually develop distinct value patterns (Dupuy et al., 2021). Meeting this
condition requires that only countries with a well-established survey tradition be
included in this kind of study (Bélanger et al., 2018).2
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First, we focus on Canada, which is divided between an English-language major-
ity in most of the country and a French-language minority heavily concentrated in
the province of Quebec. Since the Quiet Revolution (révolution tranquille) of the
1960s, Quebec has more strongly emphasized its distinct identity compared to
the rest of Canada. In 1995, the referendum on the independence of the province
was defeated by a small margin, as 50.6 per cent of voters opted to stay in the
Canadian federation (Nadeau et al., 1999). Various attempts to change the
Canadian constitution did not lead to any substantial changes, so with regard to
the division of authority, nothing has changed during the previous decades. On
a political level, however, the party system in Quebec has evolved in a manner
different from the rest of country (Henderson, 2004). While the provincial author-
ities in Quebec continue to stress the role of a distinct identity, mostly based on
language, we did not find any strong indications that public opinion in the
major language groups of Canada would have continued to grow apart
(Bridgman et al., 2022; Brie and Mathieu, 2021; Medeiros, 2019).

Since the Scotland Act of 1998, Scottish regional government has acquired more
autonomy and has developed a distinct policy, using its power to stress Scottish
identity (Pattie et al., 1999; McMillan, 2020; Keating, 2017). Here, too, a referen-
dum on independence was organized, which took place in 2014; in this referendum,
55.3 per cent of voters indicated they wanted to remain within the UK. Some
authors have noted that the intense debate on this referendum had a profound
effect on public opinion in the region and could be considered a generation-
defining event (Henderson et al., 2022). Following Brexit, however, there have
been renewed calls for a second referendum, which thus far has yet to materialize.
It should be noted that education, too, is a devolved power in Scotland, so that if a
gradual socialization effect was occurring, it should have become visible after more
than two decades of regional autonomy in this domain.

In Spain, the historical region of Catalonia received autonomy under the new
Spanish constitution of 1978, and this was further expanded in 2006 (Boix,
2006). This autonomous region is characterized by a distinct language and,
under a system of asymmetrical federalism, a very large degree of internal auton-
omy. In the case of Catalonia, two referenda on independence were organized by
the regional authorities (dominated by substate nationalist parties), but the 2017
referendum was declared illegal by the Spanish Constitutional Court (Punset
Blanco and Tolivar Alas, 2020). In this case, we lack historical evidence on whether
public opinion in Catalonia actually developed distinctly from that in the “rest
of Spain.”3

What these three cases have in common is that there is a clear drive toward more
regional autonomy, as witnessed by the fact that a more than substantial part of the
population (in some cases, up to 49%) has voted for independence in recent
decades. These regions all have strong substate nationalist parties that have their
stronghold in the region or province. As such, we can consider them as ideal test
cases for the current study on different socialization trends in divided societies.
Theoretically, Belgium, with its division between Dutch-language and
French-language communities, could serve as a case too (Faniel et al., 2021), but
this country has already been investigated (Hooghe and Stiers, 2022) and we will
build on the results of that previous article.4
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Data and Methods
To investigate trends in political public opinion in the countries of interest, we use
two different data sources. For the UK and Spain, we use data from the European
Social Survey (ESS). This is a comparative European project that has collected data
from representative samples of citizens in most European countries every two years
since 2002 (ESS, 2020). The advantage of using this dataset is that it provides com-
parable data using the exact same question wordings over time and between the two
countries over the past two decades. A disadvantage is that no questions specific to
the country cases are included, but the main political attitudes are measured, as will
be explained below. For the Canadian case, we bring together data from the
Canadian Election Studies (CES), which is gathered around each federal election.
These data also allow us to examine the past two decades (Blais et al., 2000,
2004, 2006; Gidengil et al., 2008; Fournier et al., 2011, 2015; Stephenson et al.,
2019).5 An important difference between the sources is that CES data are gathered
at election time, whereas the ESS conducts surveys every two years, irrespective of
electoral cycles. During election times, political issues—and therefore potential dif-
ferences—might be more pronounced than during the electoral term. However,
within countries we always focus on the same data source; and while there might
be differences between countries, our interest here is on the evolution over time
within countries.

To test whether public opinion diverges on important political issues, we focus
on a range of political attitudes that have been shown to be important determi-
nants of voting behaviour (De Vries et al., 2013). Our logic is that conflicts are
most likely to deepen and extend when groups of the population have different
opinions on the most structural components of political decision making.
Across countries, these fundamental attitudes on a left/right cleavage and on lib-
ertarian versus authoritarian values tend to shape political behaviour (Franklin
et al., 1992). We focus on this set of attitudes because we are interested in
the stability of divided societies. If a breakup occurred, it would inevitably be a
political process, and our focus therefore is on attitudes that are prone to lead
to political conflict. For the time being, we leave aside attitudes that have to do
with mere lifestyle differences that are far less likely to be associated with political
conflict (Guinjoan and Rodon, 2014).6

Decades of electoral research have shown that a number of crucial attitudes have
a strong impact on voters’ decisions (Arzheimer et al., 2017). There is an impressive
body of empirical research demonstrating that this set of political values structures
political attitudes and conflicts throughout most liberal societies; indeed, they are
the most powerful determinants of electoral choice in most liberal democracies
(Lupton et al., 2017; Okolikj et al., forthcoming). The three basic structuring
attitudes are (1) economic left/right divisions, (2) cultural conflicts between conser-
vative and liberal groups within societies and (3) preferences with regard to the
division of authority in systems of multilevel governance (Jæger, 2008; Kriesi
et al., 2012). For comparability, we select a core set of attitudes that have been
shown to structure electoral behaviour across electoral democracies (Franklin
et al., 1992; Nadeau and Blais, 1993) and which we investigate in all three cases.
While in some countries, more idiosyncratic vote determinants might play an
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important role too, these are more difficult to implement in comparative research.
More details on how all variables are measured are included in Appendix A.

First, we look at the general ideological left/right continuum, which provides a
summary measure of the issues that are salient in a certain place and time.
Research has convincingly shown that the left/right dimension covers major social
cleavages with regard to state intervention and redistribution (Dalton, 2008). For
this measure, respondents are asked to position themselves on an ideological
scale ranging from 0 (political left) to 10 (political right). In addition, this
economic cleavage is measured with a specific question on how much redistribution
citizens actually want, as previous research has shown that both theoretically
and empirically, redistribution preferences are a clear expression of position on
the ideological left/right division (Jæger, 2008; Goubin and Hooghe, 2022).
Economic redistribution refers to the extent to which respondents favour active
government intervention to reduce differences in income levels. As a traditional
issue, it remains an important concern for many people, as also highlighted by
the literature showing its effects on vote choice (Lewis-Beck et al., 2013).
Redistribution preferences are measured by respondents indicating their agreement
with the statement that the government should take measures to reduce differences
in income levels (ESS) or reduce the gap between the rich and the poor (CES).

Second, divisions between liberal and conservative values shape the political
debate and choice set. In this case, we do not have a generally accepted self-
placement on a liberal/conservative continuum, so this dimension will have to be
included with measurements on specific issues. In most Western democracies, con-
flicts on the liberal/conservative dimension have crystallized on the issue of immi-
gration, which has become a major voting issue (Hooghe and Marks, 2018; Kriesi
et al., 2012). We include it as a measure summarizing three well-tested and highly
correlated survey items on the extent to which respondents think immigrants are
good for the economy, enrich the cultural life of the country and make the country
a better place to live (ESS)7 or that immigrants make an important contribution to
the country (CES survey; see Appendix A).8 Providing equal rights to LGTB com-
munities is another major issue that divides liberal and conservative views within
societies (Hooghe and Meeusen, 2013). We also know that issues surrounding
LGTB rights are closely related to other value sets—for instance, those having to
do with gender equality and abortion rights. In the ESS, respondents were asked
to what extent they thought that gay and lesbian people should be free to live
their lives as they wish. In the CES, respondents were asked to indicate whether
they thought that gay and lesbian people should be allowed to get married.9

Third, political conflicts can erupt over the issue of the division of authority
within a multilevel government, and this cleavage will obviously be highly salient
in divided societies. For the UK and Spain, we include a question on European uni-
fication, with respondents indicating whether they think the unification process
should go further or has already gone too far. We selected this more general ques-
tion because the ESS questionnaire does not include any country-specific questions
that refer to the division of authority within a single country. For Canada, there is
no equivalent indicator about multilevel governance, given the highly specific status
of European integration.
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Besides these variables of interest (which are included as dependent variables—
see below), some control variables will be included in the models as well, since pre-
vious research has shown that these variables have a strong effect on the attitudes
under consideration (Arzheimer et al., 2017). First, the standard socio-demographic
measures of gender, age and educational level are included. Gender distinguishes
male (code 0) from female (code 1) respondents. Educational level distinguishes
between less educated respondents (have not completed secondary education—
reference category), moderately educated (completed secondary education) andmore
educated respondents (completed post-secondary education) in Canada, and it
indicates the number of years of full-time education in the UK and Spain. We
also control for income. Since the income measure included in the survey waves
of the ESS varies substantially, we use a self-reported subjective perception of
how easily the respondent can live within their current income, as this was included
in every wave. For Canada, we use a measure of household income in broad cate-
gories. Finally, we control for language usually spoken at home (for the UK and
Spain) or language first learned that the respondent still speaks (for Canada).

To test whether public opinion on important political issues and attitudes
diverges over the past two decades, we estimate a series of ordinary least squares
(OLS) models, with each time a different issue as the dependent variable.10 For
independent variables, we include the control variables discussed above, an indica-
tor of survey wave (ESS) or election year (CES), and an indicator for the region of
residence of the respondent. Here, we distinguish our main regions of interest:
Quebec (versus rest of Canada); Scotland (versus rest of UK); Catalonia (versus
rest of Spain). To test whether the differences between these regions and the rest
of the country diverged over time, we include an interaction between year and
region. To be able to assess the differences, the results of the interaction effect
between year and region will be graphically presented here, while the full tables
are included in Appendix B.11 For comparability, all measures used as dependent
variables, as well as the continuous independent variables, are rescaled so that
their minimum observed value is 0 and their maximum observed value is 1. The
standard errors are clustered by survey. Finally, in all models, we use the design
weight for the ESS, and we use the household weight for all of Canada in the CES.

Results
First, we investigate political attitudes in Quebec and the rest of Canada over the last
20 years. The results displayed in Figure 1 show the mean position of respondents
from Quebec and the rest of Canada, respectively, in the different survey years on
the different measures under investigation, based on interaction effects between
region and year; the full tables are included in Appendix B. Note that the figures
have a different range on the y-scale, depending on the observed range of the
mean scores based on the variables ranging from 0 to 1.

The results in Figure 1 show considerable variation in some of the indicators of
political attitudes. However, overall, the trends in Quebec and the rest of Canada are
quite similar. In terms of general ideology, respondents from Quebec typically score
higher (that is, more on the right side of the political spectrum) than respondents
from the rest of the Canada. When looking at the difference between the two
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entities, they are quite similar, with an exception in 2011 in which the difference
was almost a full point. Next, looking at salient political concerns, there is some
variation (also due to differing measures in some years, as indicated with the
light grey area—see Appendix A), but most importantly these trends are virtually
the same in Quebec and the rest of Canada. In recent years, respondents are also
substantially more positive about gay rights, and also here the trends are similar,
with a strong increase in both entities, although the difference became larger
over the last 10 years.

Taken together, the results for Canada do not provide strong support that
different regions in federations would grow further apart over time. While we do
find some differences, these are rather stable, while variables that show more
variation also show similar trends. Next, we test whether we can draw similar con-
clusions in the case of the UK. The results are displayed in Figure 2.

As in the Canadian case, the results for the UK in Figure 2 show considerable
variation in some of the indicators of political attitudes. However, overall, the
trends in Scotland and the rest of the UK are quite similar. In terms of general ide-
ology, Scottish respondents score lower than respondents from the rest of the UK.
However, in two survey years (2004 and 2012), the association is reversed. Although
all respondents seem to be moving to the left side of the spectrum somewhat, the
gap between the two groups is the largest in recent years. This cannot be said for the
other issues: respondents become more favourable of economic redistribution and
immigration; and especially for the latter, the trends for both regions are, in fact,
very similar. In recent years, respondents are also substantially more positive
about gay rights, and also here the trends are almost equivalent. It is good to

Figure 1. Political attitudes in Quebec and the rest of the Canada over time
Note: Results from a model included an interaction between survey year wave and region. Full tables included in
Appendix B. The light grey area indicates years with slightly different question wordings (see Appendix A).
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Figure 2. Political attitudes in Scotland and the rest of the UK over time
Note: Results from a model included an interaction between survey year wave and region. Full tables included in Appendix B.
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note we can observe a very clear trend in this regard over the two-decade observa-
tion period, indicating that this is a sufficiently long time span to be able to observe
fundamental shifts in public opinion. Finally, there is more variation in opinions
about European integration. In general, Scottish respondents are more favourable,
and the difference is largest in 2016, the year of the Brexit referendum. However,
overall, there are no strong diverging trends in these important political attitudes
and opinions between the two geographical regions under investigation.

Finally, we repeat the analysis but this time with a focus on Catalonia and the
rest of Spain. The results are displayed in Figure 3. The results are, overall, in line
with those for Canada and the UK. First, there is a structural difference between
Catalonia and the rest of Spain when it comes to general ideology, with the latter
scoring consistently higher (that is, more on the right) than the former. Also
here, the differences seem to have increased somewhat during the last years.
Looking at the political issues of the economy and immigration, there is strong
variation. Although there was a general upward trend in Catalonia and the rest
of Spain between 2010 and 2014, in the last years, they decreased again. For immi-
gration, there is a general upward trend toward more liberal attitudes. As we found
in Canada and the UK, we find here an upward trend for support for gay rights and
more stability when it comes to supporting further European unification. There is
also no evidence for diverging trends in public opinion, and none of the recent
historical events seems to have had any significant effect on public opinion.

Taken together, the results show no strong support for diverging public opinion.
We find the strongest evidence for this claim looking at general ideology, where
there are more stable differences, which seem to become larger in the last years.
The political issues of the economy and immigration show more variation but
no consistent diverging difference. Support for gay rights increased substantially
and in similar rates, and opinions on European unification also seem to be rather
uniform throughout the countries under investigation—or at least vary at similar
rates.12

Conclusion
Will public opinion grow apart in divided societies? That is the main question we
wanted to investigate in this article. While there is some research on the behaviour
of political elites in divided societies, we do not know much about the dynamics of
public opinion. More specifically, we investigated trends in public opinion in three
divided societies over a two-decade period, following the analysis by Hooghe and
Stiers (2022) on Belgium. Such a long observation period usually should be
sufficient to ascertain whether a socialization effect is occurring or not (Dupuy
et al., 2021).

The analyses show, first, that there are indeed rather strong political and attitu-
dinal differences between regions, and most likely these differences could give rise
to political tensions. In general, the populations of Scotland and Catalonia tend to
have a more left-wing political orientation than their fellow citizens in the rest of
their countries. In this respect, our results differ from those of an earlier study
on Belgium, where it was shown that respondents in the region of Flanders (the
region that voted most strongly for constitutional reform) had a more right-wing
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Figure 3. Political attitudes in Catalonia and the rest of the Spain over time
Note: Results from a model included an interaction between survey year wave and region. Full tables included in Appendix B.
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political profile, which is more in line with the results of Quebec here. While there
are studies that have investigated why, for Scotland, this more progressive political
profile developed partly in opposition to majority conservative governments in
London (Massetti, 2018), it is rather striking to observe that a similar pattern
was found in Catalonia. These left/right differences are, however, quite stable
over the entire observation period, and we do not find any evidence that these dif-
ferences are becoming systematically larger over time. In any case, it seems clear
that there are rather distinct political identities in the divided societies we investi-
gated. For various other indicators, we can observe that the different regions follow
a similar trajectory. An obvious example here would be the emphasis on gay rights,
as we can observe that all societies we investigated lean more strongly toward a
more liberal value pattern. The fact that we observe such a clear trend demonstrates
that an observation period of two decades is sufficient to document important and
structural trends in public opinion.

There is not a single indicator where we can show that public opinions in the
regions have grown, or are growing, further apart. In the three societies we inves-
tigated, the “distinct” regions are quite distinct on a number of important policy
preferences, but these differences tend to be stable and well structured historically.
As such, our results are in line with those reported by Hooghe and Stiers (2022) for
the Belgian case, as they show stable differences between public opinion between
the two major regions of the country but without any systematic trends toward
larger differences. Socialization processes, therefore, do not seem to lead to larger
differences between the regions (Dupuy et al., 2021). From the perspective of social-
ization studies, these long-term shifts do take place, as we could ascertain in the
case of support for gay rights.

These gradual changes therefore take place, as Dupuy et al. (2021) note, but
importantly, they seem to occur in a more or less similar form in all societies
under investigation in this study. If we combine the accumulated evidence of
these four cases, our conclusion has to be that, at least at the level of public opinion,
we did not find any indicator for the trend toward further fragmentation of divided
societies at the level of public opinion. This is all the more remarkable because in
almost every case under investigation, regional authorities have authority over edu-
cation, and they have used that power to stress regional identity and history in their
curricula. Despite these efforts, we do not find any distinct socialization effects,
even over a two-decade observation period. Furthermore, all three countries have
experienced major political conflicts in recent decades, but we do not find any indi-
cation that diverging trends in public opinion could be held responsible for the
stronger intensity of these conflicts. These findings allow us to be rather optimistic
about the future stability of the divided societies we investigated: the distinct groups
in society do not grow further apart. There is no structural trend to divergence—
neither after institutional reform, nor after highly mobilizing events such as a refe-
rendum on secessionism.

Because we have only two decades of public opinion data, we have to note that as
a limitation to this study, we cannot make any statements about the longue durée
stability of divided societies. Given the lack of real long-term historical data on pub-
lic opinion, this hypothesis cannot be tested, and that is clearly a limitation here.

Canadian Journal of Political Science 693

https://doi.org/10.1017/S000842392300029X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S000842392300029X


It also has to be noted that in this study, we investigated trends at the level of
public opinion, and here we find, first and foremost, indications for stability. At
the level of political elites, on the other hand, other dynamics might be at play,
as these elites might have an incentive to exacerbate conflicts, since this could
strengthen their hold on regional power. This seems to be more a strategic consid-
eration, and it does not seem to reflect any real trend in public opinion. Based on
the current analysis, we cannot say anything about the behaviour of party elites,
especially those of substate nationalist parties. Some studies, however, indicate
that party elites opt for a more radical profile, thus potentially exacerbating conflicts
within the federation (Lecours, 2021). These differences between public opinion
and party elites, however, could imply that these party elites no longer adequately
reflect public opinion in the region they claim to represent (Medeiros et al., 2022).
It is also important to take into account the possibility of indirect effects, since
events initiated by political elites, such as a heavily contested referendum campaign,
could serve as a generation-defining event, thus leading to a long-term polarization
of public opinion (Bélanger et al., 2018; Guinjoan, 2022). However, what the
observed lack of congruence between public opinion and party elites implies for
the long-term stability of divided societies is a topic for further research.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.
1017/S000842392300029X.
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Notes
1 In these three cases, only Canada is a full federation. Both in Spain and the UK, however, powers have
been strongly devolved toward some regions in recent decades. To avoid the rather lengthy expression of
“federal and/or devolved political systems,” in this study we will also refer to these countries as divided soci-
eties, in line with the Lustick (1979) definition. It has to be noted that we do not make any claims about
federalism as such (as there are numerous federal systems without any strong cleavage or risk of secession-
ism) but only about divided societies (Choudhry, 2008a).
2 Although South Tyrol in Italy is clearly a theoretically relevant case (Lecours, 2021: 121–42), the fact that
this region includes less than 1 per cent of the Italian population means that its inhabitants are not suffi-
ciently represented in the survey data we investigate.
3 A similar logic could be applied to the Basque Country within Spain. This region, however, has not had a
referendum on secessionism. Nevertheless, when performing the same analysis distinguishing all regions in
the countries under investigating (Appendix E), our results for the Basque Country are completely in line
with the results for Catalonia.
4 It is clear that Germany (with a distinct status for Bavaria) and Italy (with a substate nationalist party
being active in the northern part of the country) do not fit the definition of divided societies.
Nevertheless, even in those cases, we do not observe any trend toward divergence (see Appendix D).
5 Note that the data of the Canadian Election Studies go back 50 years. However, the further back in time,
the more variation there is in question wording, rendering any comparison over time virtually impossible.
Therefore, we start our analysis in 2002, which is also consistent with the analyses for the UK and Spain.
6 In this analysis, we include fundamental values for electoral behaviour (Franklin et al., 1992), which are
also comparable across societies. We can also include a more direct test on identity and preferences for
institutional design (see Appendix F). Unfortunately, these measurements cannot be compared across
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societies. However, when comparing the results for the three countries under investigation, we still observe
clear differences but no trends toward divergence.
7 While the anti-immigrant sentiments measurement scale is well established in the literature (Davidov
and Semyonov, 2017), as a robustness test we also conducted the same analysis using the single most
important item: whether immigrants make the country a better or worse place to live. These results (see
Appendix G) show exactly the same results.
8 In 2015 and 2019, the question was slightly different. See Appendix A.
9 In 2011 and 2015, the question was slightly different. See Appendix A.
10 We also estimated models including all variables of interest that are used as dependent variables as con-
trol variables. The results of these models are displayed in Appendix C; although the patterns do change,
the conclusions are in line with those drawn here: there is no evidence for strongly diverging trends.
11 Note that the figures below show the levels of attitudes for the regions under investigation and the rest
of the country, respectively. In Appendix H, we report figures showing only the difference in attitudes.
12 An obvious objection to this way of working is that the comparison could be skewed, as we compare the
secessionist region with “the rest of the country.” An exception to this might be Canada, where the “rest of
Canada” has at least a language in common. Nevertheless, the comparison could be biased, since we essen-
tially compare one specific region with a conglomerate of different regions. As a robustness test, we con-
ducted a much fuller analysis where we compared the trends for all major regions of the countries under
investigation (see Appendix E). These results show that the aggregate measurement of “the rest of the coun-
try” reflects rather accurately the trends in the composing regions. These results suggest that the compar-
ison presented here is valid.
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