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Abstract

The increase in social inequalities and the evolution of real estate markets are fomenting urban segregation in
European cities. The impact of this phenomenon on living conditions, education, health and access to services has
been repeatedly studied. Less attention has been given to its link with electoral results and political attitudes. This
contribution explores this relationship in Catalonia, a territory that has experienced both increasing inequalities and a
deep political crisis in the last few years. Differences in participation and political attitudes between poor and well-off
neighbourhoods are analysed by using various sources. The results show how urban segregation could be considered
an appropriate variable for explaining electoral behaviour, certainly better than classical territorial aggregations such
as population sizes and types of habitat. The results also contribute interesting insights to the debate on the impact of
the neighbourhood effect not only on living conditions but also on the political attitudes and electoral behaviour of

the population.
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Introduction: the geography of discontent and its
origins

The evolution of European societies shows evidence of
a growing weariness with the existing institutional bal-
ances. Most of the continent’s countries are becoming
subject to disruptive political attitudes and changes in
electoral behaviour that express both the dissatisfac-
tion and fears of large portions of the population. These
changes in political attitudes have been demonstrated in
recent years by various episodes, particularly the results
of the referendums on the relationship with the United
Kingdom and the EU (June 2016) and on constitutional
reform in Italy (December 2016), the rise of emerging
political forces that have challenged traditional parties
(legislative elections in Spain, 2016, and in Italy, 2018),
the renewed impetus of far-right parties and move-
ments, in much of Europe (with countries like Hungary,
the Czech Republic, Austria and Italy even bringing these
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and indicate if changes were made.

parties into government) and the organization of consul-
tations on independence in some territories (Scotland,
2014; Catalonia, 2017). This phenomenon is so striking
that some authors have referred to the spread of a “geog-
raphy of discontent” to describe and analyse it (McCann
2016).

The motivations behind these changes in political
attitudes are varied and even contradictory, as are their
expressions and consequences, but the literature has
identified some common structural causes that help
us understand the dynamics that are currently unfold-
ing. As regards the motivations, the following have been
proposed:

a. The increase in social and economic inequalities has
showed up the contradiction between the democratic
principle of equality for citizens and the social reality.
The growing disparity in access to income, services
and welfare can in fact be seen as a permanent refu-
tation of basic democratic values (Dahl 2007; Stiglitz
2012).
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b. The evidence that a tiny minority of the population
with enormous financial power can evade or even
violate states’ legal and fiscal regulations by relocat-
ing activities and capital and thereby moving beyond
the reach of tax laws and obligations (Urry 2014).

c. The growing importance of financial and political
bodies—both national and international—operating
outside the ordinary mechanisms of representative
systems: from central banks to antitrust agencies,
from the IMF to the EU. These entities often impose
their own criteria and even override the prefer-
ences expressed by citizens in the ballot box, thereby
strengthening the perception of a significant propor-
tion of the population that electoral participation is
becoming useless (Streeck 2016).

d. The absence, in short, of plausible, articulated and
comprehensive alternatives to the prevailing power
dynamics in both the economic and the social
spheres. This absence furthers the dispersion of
expressions of discontent, thereby giving rise to polit-
ical attitudes and behaviour that could objectively
seem contrary to the interests of the social groups
that adopt them (Judt 2011).

Without in any way denying the importance of these
factors, the present work seeks to explore their relation-
ship with another element: the urbanization process and
the increase in urban inequalities. More specifically, our
article focuses on the relationship between the changes
in political attitudes and urban segregation. This vari-
able is often forgotten in the literature, even though, in
our opinion, it is particularly relevant to any explanation
of the origins and expressions of the present “geography
of discontent” We therefore explore differences between
the participation and political positions of residents of
vulnerable neighbourhoods, well-off neighbourhoods
and neighbourhoods that do not suffer from situations
of extreme segregation, starting from the hypothesis that
social inequalities, as expressed by segregation, largely
underlie these changes in political attitudes.

The case of Catalonia has been chosen to develop this
hypothesis. This territory is characterized by a long tra-
dition of conflicts and social movements. In recent years
it has witnessed intense demonstrations and an acute
institutional crisis that has even attracted international
attention. As in other territories, social unrest has been
expressed in various ways, indicating the existence of
diverging interests and concerns (Nel-lo 2015). In the last
decade discontent has adopted various juxtaposed and
overlapping expressions, most particularly the following:

a. The eruption represented by the occupation of urban
public spaces in May 2011, which was followed by
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the emergence of popular, citizen-led initiatives that
sought to cope with the social effects of the crisis and
prevent any rollback of social rights.

b. The impetus achieved by the independence move-
ment, which became particularly strong after the
Spanish Constitutional Court’s judgement on Catalo-
nia’s Statute of Autonomy in July 2010; after years of
mass demonstrations, this impetus reached its peak
in the autumn of 2017.

c. The emergence of sizable popular demonstrations in
opposition to the above, endorsing a degree of Span-
ish nationalism; these acquired a particular weight
after the events associated with the attempt to hold a
referendum on self-governance and the abortive dec-
laration of the independence of Catalonia in October
2017.

The approach to this subject applied herein draws on
various sources never used together before now: the map
of urban segregation in Catalonia on the scale of census
tracts; data on the participation and political stance of
the population aged between 15 and 34, taken from the
Enquesta de Joventut de Catalunya (EJC), a survey of
young people in Catalonia undertaken in 2017; and the
results of the elections in December 2017 for the Parlia-
ment of Catalonia according to census tracts. Apart from
the present introduction, the article is divided into three
parts analysing, in turn, residential segregation in Catalo-
nia; the relationship between residential segregation and
young people’s political attitudes; and behaviour at elec-
tions in the light of these variables. The text is then com-
pleted by a few brief conclusions.

Urban segregation in Catalonia

The political developments of the last few years have
often given rise to talk of a possible division or fractur-
ing of Catalan society along political social, cultural and
even spatial lines. Analyses of such a division in terms of
territory usually focus on the population size of munici-
palities, the rural-urban axis or the division between
large geographical areas (metropolitan region/rest of
Catalonia, coast/inland) by attributing typical, homo-
geneous and conflicting patterns of behaviour to these
spatial aggregations. Without disparaging the relevance
of these contributions, we are proposing herein a more
complex approach that takes into account both territory
and income by using a social-spatial variable indicative
of the levels of urban segregation. The reasoning behind
this strategy is based on the realization that the urbaniza-
tion process underway in the whole of Europe—includ-
ing Catalonia—is leading to a spreading of urban areas
and a growing spatial integration (Indovina 2007; Soja
2016). In a territory such as Catalonia, therefore, the
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Table 1 Census tracts and population with extreme values of segregation. Source: Own elaboration from the data

provided by Barris i crisi (Blanco and Nel-lo 2018)

Number of census tracts

Population in census tracts

2001 2012 Growth 2001 2012 Growth
2001-2012 2001-2012
Abs. (n°) Rel. (%) Abs.(n°) Rel.(%) Abs.(n°) Rel.(%) Abs.(n°) Rel.(%) Abs.(n°) Rel.(%) Abs.(n°) Rel. (%)
Vulnerable 240 4.6 484 89 244 101.7 263,714 42 676459 89 412,745 156.5
Well-off 161 3.1 586 10.8 425 264.0 166,122 26 620,259 82 454,137 2734
Total seg. extremes 401 77 1070 19.2 669 166.8 429,836 6.8 1,296,718 17.1 866,882  201.7

Catalonia, 2001-2012

differences—in living conditions, economic activities,
family structures and forms of socialization—that once
set rural and urban areas apart have lost much of their
relevance (Nel-lo 2001; Nel-lo and Lépez 2016).

Nowadays, in contrast, the deepening of social ine-
qualities is leading to an increase in spatial segregation in
the main European cities (Tammaru et al. 2016). This is
one of the most significant and worrying aspects of the
contemporary urbanization process, and it ties in with
the international debate on the importance of space in
the (re)production of social inequalities (Soja 2010; Sec-
chi 2013). It is well known that the unequal capacity to
choose a place of residence, depending on a person’s or
a family’s income, leads, in principle, to social groups
with scarce resources being concentrated in areas where
prices are lower and urban quality—in terms of city plan-
ning, housing, services and accessibility—is poorer. In
contrast, members of social groups with greater spend-
ing power have a greater capacity to choose and end
up concentrated in areas where, in exchange for higher
land and property prices, they can enjoy a high quality of
urban life, with better services and the advantages of liv-
ing among their peers (Harvey 1973; Secchi 2013; Oberti
and Preteceille 2016; Nello 2016). Urban segregation
has thus become one of the most significant expressions
of social inequalities and, as we shall see, it proves to be
closely linked to political attitudes.

With respect to residential segregation in Catalonia,
the study Barris i crisi' (Blanco and Nel-lo 2018) recently
analyzed the evolution of the distribution of social groups
over the Catalan territory by studying, at census-tract
level, the behaviour of four variables closely interrelated
with income: the percentage of the population without
employment; the percentage of the population with a

! The Barris i Crisi (Neighborhoods and Crisis) study, undertaken within the
framework of the IGOP with the support of the RecerCaixa program, investi-
gated the relationship between urban segregation and social innovation prac-
tices in Catalonia as a whole (Blanco and Nel-lo 2018).

foreign origin; the cadastral value of housing units; and
the surface area of housing.? This approach made it pos-
sible to classify over 5000 census tracts in Catalonia into
three categories: those with low-end segregation, those
with high-end segregation and those in an intermediate
situation.

As can be seen in Table 1, segregation already pre-
sented itself as a structural phenomenon in 2001, but in
the period 2001-2012—corresponding to the final phase
of the real estate bubble and the first years of the eco-
nomic crisis (Burriel 2008)—there was a sharp increase
in the number of census tracts with extreme values of
segregation. Thus, whereas in 2001 the number of census
tracts with extreme segregation values—whether low-
end (vulnerable neighbourhoods) or high-end (well-off
neighbourhoods)—was 401 out of 5222 (7.7%), by 2012 it
had reached 1070 out of 5429 (19.7%).

Segregation has often been described as a phenom-
enon that only concerns disadvantaged social groups, but
the data show that it affects all social groups. As seen in
Table 1, the tendency of well-off social groups to separate
themselves from the rest—which, in another context, has
been referred to as “the secession of the rich” (Arifio and
Romero 2016)—has become even more marked than the
confinement of the most underprivileged.

With respect to the demographic magnitudes of
extreme segregation in Catalonia, the population resid-
ing in vulnerable neighbourhoods numbered 263,714 in
2001 (6.8%) and 676,459 in 2012 (17.1%). Furthermore,
the total of inhabitants in census tracts with extreme val-
ues of segregation at the other end of the spectrum rose
from 166,122 to 620,259 during the same period. It would
therefore be possible to define two large discontinuous
cities spread over the territory of Catalonia, one very rich

2 Details of the methodology used in the research for Barris i crisi to study
segregation can be seen in Jiménez and Donat (2018). For more details of the
analysis of segregation, see also Nel-lo (2016, 2018).
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Fig. 1 Participation in associations and elections and interest in politics of the young population in Catalonia according to the level of urban
segregation (2017) (Source: Own elaboration from the data provided by the Enquesta de Joventut de Catalunya, 2017)

and one very poor, with populations more or less equiva-
lent to that of Malaga and Zaragoza.

The analysis of the effects of urban segregation on a
population’s living conditions and opportunities has been
subject to intense debate and there is a wide-ranging lit-
erature on what has come to be known as the neighbour-
hood effect® In Catalonia, studies have been undertaken
on the impact of these dynamics on educational achieve-
ments (Goma and Mufoz 2018), health status (Mehdi-
panah et al. 2014), neighbourhoods’ social capital (Blanco
et al. 2016) and resources made available to local authori-
ties (Donat and Nel-lo 2017). In this text, as mentioned
above, the focus is on the relationship between segrega-
tion, political attitudes and electoral behaviour.

Community participation and political attitudes

of the young population in the vulnerable
neighbourhoods of Catalonia

The first phase of the analysis comprises an examination
of the community practices and political attitudes of the
young population in the neighbourhoods of Catalonia,
based on a spatial analysis of the Enquesta de Joventut de

3 See, in this respect, among many others, Atkinson and Kintrea (2001), Gal-
ster et al. (2010), Slater (2013).

Catalunya, drawn up in 2017 on the basis of a large sam-
ple of the Catalan population aged between 15 and 34.*
An analysis of the survey provides irrefutable evidence
that residential segregation is a variable essential to any
explanation of not only the inequalities in the living con-
ditions of the young population but also of their political
implication, participation and attitudes.’

Thus, as shown in Fig. 1, there are notable differences in
the political attitudes and practices of the young popula-
tion according to their place of residence. These patterns
follow a common thread: in every case, the community-
level and political participation of the young population
in the most vulnerable neighbourhoods was markedly
lower than in the rest.

To a certain extent, the level of participation in associa-
tions indicates the richness of the social capital in each
territory, the social networks in place and the degree
of social cohesion therein. All in all, only one third of
the young people resident in the vulnerable areas of

* The Enquesta de Joventut de Catalunya is undertaken every 5 years by the
Catalan Youth Agency of the Generalitat of Catalonia. For a complete reading
of the territorial variables of the survey, see Nel-lo and Goma (2018).

> For reasons related to the survey’s sample, it was possible to study the sit-
uation and conditions of young people living in vulnerable neighborhoods
with respect to the rest of the young population of Catalonia but it was not
possible to analyze the specific group of young people in well-off census
tracts.
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Fig. 2 Position on the left-right spectrum in Catalonia according to the level of urban segregation (2017) (Source: Own elaboration from the data

provided by the Enquesta de Joventut de Catalunya, 2017)
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Catalonia participate in, collaborate with or are members
of an association.® This is the lowest percentage of partic-
ipation in associations by young people found in the dif-
ferent classifications of Catalan territory analysed in the
survey, and so the socio-economic level of the neighbour-
hood of residence proves to be a highly explanative vari-
able for the propensity to participate in associations. The
same is true of the analysis of extra-institutional political
participation: despite the context of intense social mobili-
zations in Catalonia, only 16.9% of the young population
of vulnerable areas participated in any demonstrations or
mobilizations over the course of the previous year.

These figures contrast with a past generally marked
by protest and participation in associations in the urban
peripheries of Barcelona and Catalonia, where the pop-
ulation historically had to organize itself to confront
socio-economic problems and has been at the forefront
of neighbourhood campaigns to improve urban plan-
ning, facilities and services (Andreu 2015; Nel-lo 2015).
The ageing of the membership of associations—and the
apparent lack of renewal in the younger population—
could partly explain the downward trend in this type of
participation in the young people of vulnerable neigh-
bourhoods. Furthermore, many of these neighbourhoods
have experienced a combination of a real estate bubble
and a significant intake of immigrants in the 1990s, lead-
ing to a weakening of the network of associations and the
bonds that had been formed within communities. This
downward trend was particularly striking in neighbour-
hoods with less tradition of participation in associations

© This was considered to be an association or informal group related to sport,
to education in spare time, culture or recreational activities, a political party
or trade union, an NGO or entity that helps the disadvantaged, any other
group or political party with social objectives or a religious group. When
sports associations are ruled out, the percentage of the participation of young
people living in vulnerable neighborhoods drops still further, to 24.4%.

and less capacity to resist the dynamics that were holding
sway (Palomera 2014; Blanco et al. 2016). It is therefore
the case that the most vulnerable neighbourhoods—those
with clearly the greatest need to organize themselves and
make their voices heard—often have very limited social
capital when it comes to initiating collective action
and creating social cohesion. In contrast, the areas less
affected by processes of segregation and stigmatization
often benefit from a denser network of associations and a
greater propensity—even in young people—to participate
in them. The consequences of these circumstances with
respect to urban movements and public policies should
never be underestimated (Blanco and Nel-lo 2018).

The data related to interest in politics and electoral
participation confirm the importance of residential seg-
regation. Thus, as seen in Fig. 1, interest in politics is
notably lower in young people from vulnerable neigh-
bourhoods compared to elsewhere in the territory. Simi-
larly, according to the survey participation in elections
amongst young people eligible to vote in vulnerable
neighbourhoods is 10 percentage points below the mean
in Catalonia and more than 12 points below that of non-
vulnerable neighbourhoods. This reluctance to vote is
complemented by the fact that one out of every three of
the young people resident in vulnerable neighbourhoods
is not eligible to vote because they are not of Spanish
nationality.

Finally, other particularly important aspects in the cur-
rent Catalan context are political stance and the feeling
of belonging. When it comes to defining their position
to the left-right spectrum (Fig. 2), the young population
in Catalonia generally tends to situate itself on the left,
but the young people in vulnerable neighbourhoods situ-
ate themselves strikingly further to the right than aver-
age. In fact, the proportion of the young population
resident in these neighbourhoods who see themselves
as being on the “right and far-right” is twice that of the
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Fig. 3 Feeling of belonging in the young population of Catalonia according to the level of urban segregation (2017) (Source: Own elaboration from
the data provided by the Enquesta de Joventut de Catalunya, 2017)

rest of the territory, while the percentage who consider
themselves in the “centre” of the spectrum is also mark-
edly higher. The tendency detected in other European
countries according to which the income inequality can
encourage members of disadvantaged social groups to
vote for right-wing parties (Han 2016) seems to be con-
firmed as regards young Catalans living in deprived
neighbourhoods.

As regards the feeling of belonging (Fig. 3), in Cata-
lonia there is, as is well known, a strong national senti-
ment, reflected by the fact that more than one third of
the young people state that they feel wholly Catalan or
more Catalan than Spanish and, moreover, rather more
than another third felt just as Catalan as they felt Spanish.
In the young population in vulnerable settings, however,
this feeling was noticeably less evident, while the per-
centage who saw themselves as wholly Spanish or more
Spanish than Catalan, while still low (17.5%), was higher
than in the rest of the territory. Furthermore, and unsur-
prisingly if one takes into account the origin of the pop-
ulation living in vulnerable areas, more than a quarter
professed to feelings of belonging to nations other than
Spain or Catalonia. Thus, somewhat less than 20% of
the young population resident in these neighbourhoods
feels wholly Catalan or more Catalan than Spanish. Once
again, the implications of these findings seem particularly
significant in the light of the Catalan political crisis.

Residential segregation and electoral behaviour

in Barcelona

The analysis of political attitudes and behaviour in rela-
tion to segregation processes can be complemented by
a study of electoral behaviour. In this case, the analy-
sis focuses on the results of the elections to the Catalan
Parliament on 21 December 2017, which were particu-
larly significant as they took place amidst a far-reaching

institutional crisis and achieved an extraordinarily high
level of participation, both in Barcelona (81.6%) and in
Catalonia as a whole (79.09%). Our approach is based
on a study of the election results on the scale of census
tracts, which were then crossed with, on the one hand,
the level of segregation per census tract,’ and, on the
other, with the income per neighbourhood in Barce-
lona. Although this analysis is limited by being confined
to a single city and a single election, we consider that
it throws light on the relationship between residential
segregation and political attitudes.® However, the data
analysed here merely provides a snapshot of a certain
moment and do not encompass the long-term complex-
ity of electoral behaviour, and they should therefore be
considered with caution.

The first relevant element reflected by an examina-
tion of the results in terms of census tracts in Barcelona
that are vulnerable (60), well-off (129) and without any
extreme segregation (1293) are the differences in elec-
toral participation. As seen in Table 2, there are more
than 20 percentage points separating the participation of
people eligible to vote in the vulnerable (68.2%) and well-
off (86.6%) census tracts. The finding of less electoral par-
ticipation and involvement in specific politically-oriented

7 The data on segregation and election results were unified with a common
database of census tracts, as the latter change over time. More specifically,
the election results have been adapted to the 2009 census tracts, following the
methodology of Mora-Garcia and Marti-Ciriquian (2015).

8 Readers not well-versed in the intricacies of Catalan and Spanish politics
should take into account that the political parties taking part in the elections
corresponded, broadly speaking, to the following political affiliations: Ciu-
dadanos (Cs): centre-right, Spanish nationalist; Junts per Catalunya (JxC):
centre-right, pro-Catalan independence; Esquerra Republicana de Catalu-
nya (ERC): centre-left, pro-Catalan independence; Partit del Socialistes de
Catalunya (PSC): social-democratic left, Catalan autonomist; Catalunya en
Comu: radical left, federalist; Candidatures d’Unitat Popular (CUP): far left,
pro-Catalan independence; Partido Popular (PP): right, Spanish nationalist.
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Table 2 Participation and results in the city of Barcelona according to the segregation of the census tracts. Source: Own
elaboration from the data provided by the Generalitat de Catalunya® and Batrris i crisi (Blanco and Nel-lo 2018)

Participation

Percentage of vote for candidatures (%)

(%)
Cs JxC ERC PSC CatComu cup PP Other Blank Total
Vulnerable 68.2 333 76 16.1 200 10.8 34 6.6 1.8 04 100.0
No extreme segregation 81.6 229 19.0 220 14.5 9.7 5.6 4.8 1.0 04 100.0
Well-off 86.6 308 285 124 126 48 32 6.7 06 0.5 100.0
Barcelona overall 81.6 24.0 19.6 209 14.5 9.3 53 5.0 1.0 04 100.0
Elections to the Parliament of Catalonia, December 2017
2 Downloaded from: http://gencat.cat/economia/resultats-parlament2017/09pdf/FTOPhtm?lang=ca
Vulnerables 27.1 10.8 59.9
Without extreme
. 46.5 9.7 42.3
segregation
Well-off 44.0 4.8 50.1
Barcelona overall 45.8 9.3 43.5
Pro-indep. Vote CatComu Non-indep.vote Others and blank
Fig. 4 FElections to the Parliament of Catalonia in December 2017, Barcelona. Results according to the segregation of the census tracts. Pro and
non-independence vote [Source: Own elaboration from the data provided by the Generalitat de Catalunya and Barris i crisi (Blanco and Nel-lo 2018)]

activities in people with low income has been widely
reported in the literature (Solt 2008; Cicatiello et al.
2015), and it has been attributed to a lack of social cap-
ital and remoteness from institutions. Nevertheless,
in our particular case the extent of the difference (over
18 points) between the well-off and vulnerable tracts is
striking, and it is aggravated still further by the afore-
mentioned circumstance that a very high percentage of
the population of the latter does not have a right to vote.
A second feature of the results is the differences on the
issue of Catalan independence (Fig. 4). We have already
seen how Catalan national sentiment seems to be weaker
in the population of vulnerable areas than in the rest. The
electoral results apparently confirm this insight: whereas

in Barcelona overall there was practically an equilibrium
between partisans (45.8%) and opponents (43.5%) of
independence,’ in vulnerable areas the vote for pro-inde-
pendence parties amounted to only 27%.

The analysis of the spatial distribution of the vote for
the contesting parties (Fig. 5), reveals that Ciudadanos,
the Spanish centre-right party that won these crucial
elections in both Barcelona and in Catalonia as a whole,
received the most votes in 580 of the city’s 1482 census
tracts (Table 3). Furthermore, the territorial distribution
of these wins has one striking feature: the pre-eminence
of Ciudadanos was particularly strong in the census
tracts characterized by situations of extreme segregation.
In fact, it won in almost all the vulnerable census tracts

9 The rest of the vote, a little over 11%, corresponds to political forces refusing
to take a clear-cut stand for or against independence. The most important of
these forces is Catalunya en Comu.
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Fig. 5 Elections to the Parliament of Catalonia in December 2017, Barcelona. Results according to the segregation of the census tracts. Political
parties [Source: Own elaboration from the data provided by the Generalitat de Catalunya and Barris i crisi (Blanco and Nel-lo 2018)]

Table 3 Candidature that received the most votes in the elections to the Parliament of Catalonia in December 2017
according to the segregation of the census tracts. Source: Own elaboration from the data provided by the Generalitat de

Catalunya and Batrris i crisi (Blanco and Nel-lo 2018)

Won by C’s Won by ERC Won by JxC Won by PSC Total ct
nect % ct ne ct % ct nect % ct nect % ct
Vulnerable 59 98.3 1 1.7 0 0.0 0 0.0 60
No extreme segre- 452 350 530 410 309 239 2 0.2 1293
gation
Well-off 69 535 1 0.8 59 45.7 0 0.0 129
Total 580 39.1 532 359 368 248 2 0.1 1482

(all except for one) and in over half of the more well-off
ones. In contrast, the vote for this party had less weight
in tracts with a lower degree of segregation (Table 3 and
Fig. 6).

In terms of the territorial distribution of the vote,
Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya, the party in second
place, reflected almost the exact opposite of this behav-
iour. This centre-left pro-independence party only won a
single census tract with extreme residential segregation
(at either end of the scale) but it received the most votes
in 4 out of every 10 intermediate census tracts.

In contrast, the centre-right pro-independence candi-
dature, Junts per Catalunya, had excellent results in the
well-off sections with residential segregation, winning in
almost half of them, but it did not win in any of the most
vulnerable ones. It also had good results in the interme-
diate census tracts. Thus, as can be seen in Fig. 4, the
pro-independence options (ERC, JxC and CUP) achieved

a majority in the intermediate census tracts as a whole
but failed to do so in those with extreme segregation
(whether vulnerable or well-off).

As regards the remaining political parties, as can be
seen in Fig. 5, votes for traditional and emerging left-
wing forces, the Partit dels Socialistes de Catalunya
and Catalunya en Comu, were generally widespread in
the vulnerable sections, around the halfway mark in
the intermediate areas and relatively sparse in the well-
off tracts. The Candidatura d’Unitat Popular had the
greatest impact in intermediate tracts, with a territo-
rial distribution similar to that of ERC, while the Par-
tido Popular received most of its votes in the tracts with
extreme segregation, with a distribution similar to that of
Ciudadanos.

These patterns of territorial distribution of votes
according to the level of segregation can be comple-
mented by an examination of their relationship with the
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Fig. 6 Candidatures that received the most votes in the elections to the Parliament of Catalonia in December 2017 according to the segregation of
the census tracts [Source: Own elaboration from the data provided by the Generalitat de Catalunya and Barris i crisi (Blanco and Nel-lo 2018)]
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average income in the various neighbourhoods. Thus, an
analysis of the correlations (both linear and polynomic)
between the election results of December 2017 and the
mean available family income in 2016 in the 73 neigh-
bourhoods of Barcelona produces significant results
that coincide with the analysis above, with a striking
relationship, as shown in Fig. 7, between neighbour-
hoods’ income level and their participation in elections.
However, the vote for Ciudadanos, while indeed demon-
strating a high correlation with income, also presented a
distinctive U-shape that clearly indicates how the highest

percentages of its votes came from the neighbourhoods
with the highest and lowest incomes. A similar but less
marked trend was found in the vote for the Partido Pop-
ular. There was also a very close correlation between
income and the vote for Junts per Catalunya, which
increased in direct proportion to neighbourhoods’ mean
incomes, in contrast with the votes for PSC and Catalu-
nya en Comu, which both, albeit less markedly, saw their
percentage of the vote decrease in line with increases in
neighbourhoods’ incomes. ERC and CUP, meanwhile,
presented the opposite pattern to that of C’s and the PP,
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Fig. 7 Relationship between the percentage of the vote for the different parties (elections for the Parliament of Catalonia, December 2017) and
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as their highest levels of votes were found in middle-
income neighbourhoods. It is worth noting that the vote
for CUP proved to be the least directly related to income
in the neighbourhoods, maybe because of the genera-
tional factor sometimes attributed to this party.

Conclusions

The financial, social and political instability currently
experienced by European societies is instilling a largely
justified feeling of fear in wide swathes of the population.
These concerns are reflected in the evolution of political
attitudes and electoral behaviour, to such an extent that
varjous countries have witnessed a crisis in their system
of political parties, decrease in trust for their institutions
and the emergence of strong feelings of social discontent.
This article has discussed the hypothesis of a close rela-
tionship between, on the one hand, deteriorating living
standards in some urban areas combined with rising ine-
quality and, on the other hand, changes in political atti-
tudes and electoral behaviour.

We have therefore attempted to study the evolution of
these variables in terms of urban segregation, in Barce-
lona and in Catalonia. The conclusions reached seem to
clearly confirm our hypothesis, as the following factors
became apparent:

1. There is a direct relationship between urban segrega-
tion and the political attitudes of the young people
of Catalonia. This means that the population aged

between 15 and 34 living in vulnerable neighbour-
hoods has a notably lower propensity to participate
in associations and take an interest or play an active
role in political life. This state of affairs goes against
the tradition of protest in many vulnerable neigh-
bourhoods in the urban areas of Catalonia and goes
against the context of the last few years, which have
been marked by large-scale mobilizations of various
kinds.

2. Furthermore, the electoral behaviour of young Cata-
lans also seems to be linked to their degree of urban
segregation. There is a very great difference between
the young populations living in well-off and vulner-
able neighbourhoods with respect to the level of
electoral participation, with the latter being almost
12 percentage points lower than the former among
those eligible to vote. However, it must also be taken
into account that one out of every three young peo-
ple in vulnerable neighbourhoods is ineligible to vote
due to their nationality.

3. Subjective identification in terms of political affilia-
tion and nationality also seems to have a clear rela-
tionship with segregation. Accordingly, as far as
political attitudes go, the young population in the
vulnerable neighbourhoods leans heavily towards
the right of the political spectrum. The difference is
also considerable with respect to identity, with the
young people in these neighbourhoods showing less
inclination to define themselves as “Catalans” and a
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greater propensity to see themselves as “Spanish” or
as belonging to another nationality.

4. The election results in the city of Barcelona, which
should to be considered with caution since they refer
to a single election, also demonstrated a direct rela-
tionship between the level of urban segregation in
the city’s neighbourhoods and their residents’ partici-
pation in the last elections to the Parliament of Cata-
lonia: in general terms, the lower the average income
of a neighbourhood, the lower the voter turnout.

5. The analysis of the results also reveals a relationship
between neighbourhoods’ average income and their
residents’ electoral choices. It emerged that, while
some political parties retain traditional profiles as
regards segregation and income (thereby correlating
their results, either directly or indirectly, with these
variables), others, in contrast, present diverse profiles
that could seem contradictory in social terms.

6. It is particularly striking, in this respect, that some
right-wing parties present results that are positively
correlated with both the lowest and highest levels of
income and therefore tend to obtain their best results
in neighbourhoods with one and other extreme of
segregation but, in contrast, have relatively poor
results in middle-income neighbourhoods. The para-
dox of voters who live in the most vulnerable areas
and vote for right-wing forces that foster neoliberal
policies is by no means an exception in European
politics. The singularity of the Catalan case prob-
ably lies in the way that the national sentiments of
the population are used by political parties to attract
votes.

7. The pro-independence vote in Barcelona achieved
its best results either in neighbourhoods with middle
incomes and no extreme segregation (ERC and CUP)
or in those with middle-income populations and an
upper extreme of segregation (JxC). This duality—
which can be found, as is well known, over the entire
territory of Catalonia, with a number of variants—is
undoubtedly one of the keys to the internal struggle
for this political space.

8. From a methodological point of view, the main chal-
lenge for further research is to establish the causal
chain between social inequality, residential segre-
gation and political attitudes. That is, to determine
the extent to which the latter can be explained by
social inequalities or by the residential segregation
that derives from these inequalities. The results pre-
sented here do not yet allow to establish the weight
of social and spatial factors, however, they represent
a considerable advance in the study of the interrela-
tion between inequality, segregation and political
attitudes in Catalonia.
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9. Overall, the phenomena analyzed here—which are
shared to some extent by electoral behaviour in other
countries in Europe and beyond—show the relation-
ship between, on the one hand, worsening living
conditions, social inequalities and urban segregation,
and, on the other, political attitudes, electoral behav-
iour and perceptions of national identities. In any
case, if these expressions of the geography of discon-
tent are considered troubling, it seems clear that any
political action aiming to modify them must focus
above all on their underlying causes: growing ine-
qualities, the rollback of social rights and the under-
mining of democratic principles.
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