
American Political Science Review (2020) 114, 2, 573–590

doi:10.1017/S0003055419000832 © American Political Science Association 2020

Legacies of the Third Reich: Concentration Camps and Out-group
Intolerance
JONATHAN HOMOLA Rice University

MIGUEL M. PEREIRA Washington University in St. Louis

MARGIT TAVITS Washington University in St. Louis

Weexplore the long-term political consequences of the Third Reich and show that current political
intolerance, xenophobia, and voting for radical right-wing parties are associated with proximity
to former Nazi concentration camps in Germany. This relationship is not explained by con-

temporary attitudes, the location of the camps, geographic sorting, the economic impact of the camps, or
their current use.We argue that cognitive dissonance led thosemore directly exposed toNazi institutions to
conformwith the belief system of the regime. These attitudes were then transmitted across generations. The
evidence provided here contributes both to our understanding of the legacies of historical institutions and
the sources of political intolerance.

Why are some individuals and communities less
tolerant of out-groups, more xenophobic, and
more supportive of radical right-wing parties?

Prior work has considered contemporaneous factors
when looking for answers to these questions: exclu-
sionary attitudes have been linked to deteriorating
economic conditions (Funke, Schularick, and Trebesch
2016), globalization (Kriesi et al. 2006), cultural and
identity-based fears (McLaren 2003; Norris and
Inglehart 2018; Sniderman et al. 2004), security threats
(Hetherington and Suhay 2011; Sullivan et al. 1981),
and personal characteristics and attributes (Harteveld
and Ivarsflaten 2018).

We argue that exclusionary attitudes toward out-
groups may have much deeper historical roots. Our
argument is motivated by a growing line of research
showing that long-deceased coercive institutions often
continue to influence contemporary political attitudes
and behavior (e.g., Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen 2016a;
Charnysh and Finkel 2017; Lupu and Peisakhin 2017;
Mazumder 2018; Nunn and Wantchekon 2011;

Voigtländer and Voth 2012; see also Simpser, Slater,
and Wittenberg 2018 for a review). Some of the most
coercive institutions in recent European history were
the Nazi concentration camps implemented during the
Third Reich. Although the long-term effects of these
camps have received little scholarly attention, recent
work has uncovered the persistence of antisemitism
promoted by the regime (see Charnysh 2015;
Voigtländer andVoth 2015). Building on this and other
literature on historical legacies, we argue that current-
day differences in out-group intolerance and xeno-
phobia among Germans partially trace back to the
Nazi-era concentration camps.

The role of the camps after 1934 was to hold the so-
called racially undesirable elements, which referred to
Jews and other racial and ethnic out-groups (Evans
2006). As such, the camps epitomized the racist phi-
losophy of the regime and took racial hatred to its ex-
treme. In these camps, prisoners were subjected to
deliberate mistreatment, starvation, disease, harsh la-
bor, and other atrocities. Many died of inhumane
treatment or were executed. Concentration camps
represented not just ideas about out-group inferiority
and hatred, but extreme, state-sanctioned, and in-
stitutionalized behavior driven by these values.

Because the concentration camps in Nazi Germany
were progressively integrated into the local economy
(Kaienburg 1996; Sofsky 1997), they promoted in-
doctrination into the belief system of the Third Reich.
We argue that this belief system—with its focus on out-
group hatred—spilled over from the concentration
camps to the surrounding communities, incentivizing
civilians to reconcile their attitudes with the new reality
surrounding them.Closeness to concentrationcamps, in
other words, triggered cognitive dissonance (Festinger
1957), i.e., a mental discomfort that individuals expe-
rience when exposed to new information that is in
conflict with their preexisting beliefs, and that can lead
to attitude change to reduce the discomfort (Acharya,
Blackwell, and Sen 2018). This implies that individuals
living close to concentration camps were likely to adopt
negative attitudes toward out-groups to conform with
the new social environment. These newly acquired
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values and beliefs were then transmitted across gen-
erations through parental and peer influence—a
prominent mechanism for long-term persistence of
attitudes identified in the literatureonhistorical legacies
(e.g., Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen 2016a; Lupu and
Peisakhin 2017; Voigtländer and Voth 2012).

To test our argument, we focus on Germany and
combine (a) census data and election results from the
Weimar Republic with (b) information on the geo-
graphic location of concentration camps in the Third
Reich, (c) survey responses from the European Values
Survey (EVS) and the German General Social Survey
(ALLBUS), and (d) contemporary election results.We
selected the case ofGermany because historical records
indicate that the site selection for concentration camps
in this country was exogenous to the preexisting soci-
odemographic characteristics of communities. This was
less likely to be the case in the rest of Europe, where the
Third Reich often established concentration camps in
areas with large Jewish or Romani populations (Meg-
argee 2009).

Consistent with the expectations, we find that
current-day Germans who live closer to Nazi-era
concentration camps are more xenophobic, less tol-
erant of out-groups—including Jews, Muslims, and
immigrants—andmore likely to support extreme right-
wing parties. The results are robust to a variety of data
sources, different measures of out-group intolerance—
both attitudinal and behavioral—and alternative
specifications.

Furthermore, we show that the uncovered patterns
cannot be explained by either preexisting levels of in-
tolerance or antisemitism, or traditional contempora-
neous predictors of out-group intolerance such as
economic insecurity, political ideology, or education.
We also find tentative support for our proposed
mechanism that camp-era cognitive dissonance and
intergenerational transmission of beliefs link Nazi
camps to contemporary attitudes, and rule out potential
alternative mechanisms related to geographic sorting,
economic conditions, andmodern-dayuse of the camps.
Taken together, the analyses provide sustained support
for the argument that present-day differences in out-
group intolerance partially trace back to the spillover
effects produced by Nazi camps. Finally, we provide
preliminary evidence that contemporary efforts
reminding people about the atrocities conducted in
these campsmight offer away tobreak their detrimental
long-term effects on out-group intolerance.

Our findings expand the literature on exclusionary
attitudes toward out-groups by introducing a historical
explanation for present-day prejudice.Wealso advance
the literatureon the legaciesof coercive institutions inat
least three crucial ways. First, in contrast to the insti-
tutions explored in prior work, Nazi-era camps were
relatively short-lived and followed by reeducation
efforts that were explicitly designed to wipe out the
legacy effect outlined here. Yet, the effects of camps on
attitudes are still observed, attesting to the strength and
generalizability of this line of argument. Second, we
provide preliminary support for the causal mechanism
that links institutions to attitude change via cognitive

dissonance and intergenerational trans-
mission—something that the existing literature has
struggled to demonstrate. Third, although prior work
has gone to great length to show that long-term legacies
indeed exist, we take a step further and provide pre-
liminary evidence on how to break detrimental legacy
effects. We elaborate on these and other contributions
in the conclusion.

EXPLAINING OUT-GROUP INTOLERANCE

The racial policyofNaziGermanywasbasedonaspecific
doctrine asserting the superiority of theAryan race. This
doctrine justified the segregation, incarceration, sterili-
zation, and extermination of other racial groups, in-
cluding Jews, Roma, Slavs, and persons of color, who
were seen as “sub-human” and “race defilers” (Burleigh
and Wippermann 1991). Although this policy of racism
wasput intopractice throughoutGermany, concentration
camps became the most tangible institutional manifes-
tations of racism and out-group hatred. It is important to
note that theNazi state defined out-groupsmore broadly
by clearly codifying into the Nuremberg Laws of 1935
whowas considerednon-German.Only those ofGerman
blood were eligible to be Reich citizens. Stripping others
of citizenship made them outsiders and thereby accept-
able to be persecuted. The people who would become
imprisoned in concentration campswere not only viewed
as Jews, Roma, or foreign prisoners of war but also more
generally as non-Germans and therefore racially inferior
out-groups. The camps served to isolate, incarcerate, and
dehumanize those out-groups (Megargee 2009), with
their status justifying the brutal treatment, enslavement,
mutilation through medical experiments, and execution.
As such, concentration camps became the ultimate state-
sponsored institutional expression of out-group hatred,
racial hierarchy, and racist superiority.

We argue that proximity to a concentration camp
played a major role in shaping individuals’ intolerance
of out-groups. Yet, camps can affect individuals only if
they are aware of this institution. This was most likely
the case because the concentration camps and their
purpose were not hidden from the local population;
rather, they were prominently and proudly publicized
(Gellately 2001).Thiswas particularly true inGermany,
where the concentration camps were mostly labor
camps rather than extermination or transit camps.1 The
selection of sites for concentration camps in Germany
was mostly driven by economic reasons, such as prox-
imity to a quarry, a mine, or some industry (Megargee
2009). Most prisoners worked outside the camps in
factories, construction projects, farms, or coal mines,
and often had to walk to their workplace or use public
transport to get there.2 This progressive in-
terconnectedness made the camps and their conditions

1 We discuss different types of camps in the next section.
2 See, for example, Buggeln (2014) and Kaienburg (1996); The
Weiner Library. 2018. “What Were the Camps?” The Holocaust
Explained, https://www.theholocaustexplained.org/the-camps/daily-
life/work/, last accessed: July 1, 2018.
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visible to locals. For example, Wladimir Ostapenko,
a survivor of the Neuengamme concentration camp,
explained that a local farmerwould regularlypickup the
ashes from the crematorium to use as fertilizer. There
are also photos that show locals going on family walks
near the camp grounds.3 Sofsky (1997) refers to the fact
that locals were often involved in helping capture es-
capedprisoners,which further suggestsbothknowledge
and contact. Furthermore, local papers were used to
spread Nazi propaganda about the camps (Ast 2013),
displaying pictures of “typical” subhumans of other
races with deformities, and calling for more camps for
“those with hydrocephalus, cross-eyed, deformed half-
Jews, and a whole series of racially inferior types”
(Gellately 2001, 65).4

In sum, concentration camps in Nazi Germany served
as visible reminders of state-sponsored racism and ex-
treme out-group hatred. Information about the camps
and their purpose was accessible to locals, with those
living closer to the camps most likely having more ex-
posure or at least awareness. Furthermore, because
camps were real, tangible, and physical manifestations of
racism, their presencewasevenmore likely to force locals
to confront the new reality of the race-based state than
astate-widepropagandaaboutanabstractdoctrinealone.

Camps and Cognitive Dissonance

Theprominenceof these camps as symbols of out-group
hatred helped legitimize such hatred and make it so-
cially acceptable. We argue that, at the individual level,
this occurred through the process of cognitive disso-
nance. Festinger (1957) defines cognitive dissonance as
the process by which an individual rationalizes new
information that is inconsistent with his or her prior
beliefs to reduce psychological discomfort stemming
from the inconsistency.

The effects of cognitive dissonance on attitude
change have been well documented in the literature on
social psychology. Engaging in or witnessing violence
against an individual or a group can breed negativity
toward that individual or group (e.g., Davis and Jones
1960). Similarly, acknowledging that one’s in-group has
victimized an out-group can increase prejudice against
that out-group (Imhoff and Banse 2009). Cognitive

dissonance, thus, serves as a likely mechanism for why
ethnic or racial divisions and prejudice can be socially
constructed from exposure to violence (Acharya,
Blackwell, and Sen 2018; Fearon and Laitin 2000;
Hadzic, Carlson, and Tavits 2017).

Applying cognitive dissonance theory to exposure to
concentration camps suggests that individuals with
relatively tolerant views of out-groups are likely to be
confronted with psychological discomfort when living
close to a camp. This occurs because the camp provides
new information, discordant with the individuals’ prior
beliefs, that out-groupmembers are subhumans andcan
be mistreated. Although eliminating the camp is not an
option for the individuals, one way in which they can
reduce the unpleasant feeling of dissonance in this
situation is to change their beliefs about out-groups.
Local Germans had to rationalize the discrimination,
enslavement, violence, and other inhumane treatment
of people held in these camps, even if some of them had
previously been their neighbors. A way to do so was to
change individuals’ beliefs about the prisoners in these
camps, to accept their status as out-groups, subhumans,
and not worthy of the same rights. Some of this
rationalization was necessary no matter where in the
Third Reich an individual lived (Voigtländer and Voth
2015).However, aswe argued above, the key difference
that we capture in our study is that Germans who re-
sided near concentration camps had to rationalize
a more extreme example of intolerance than other
Germans.5 This enhanced rationalization effort led
those living near the camps to maintain higher levels of
out-group intolerance.6

The Persistence of Political Attitudes

Various studies have demonstrated that attitudes can
persist historically through an institutional channel,
continued communal interaction with out-groups, or
cultural transmission (see, for example, Acharya,
Blackwell, and Sen 2016a; Mazumder 2018; Nunn and
Wantchekon 2011; Voigtländer and Voth 2012). Studies
of legacies of American slavery, for example, show that
Southern institutions such as Jim Crow helped sustain
racism even after slavery was abolished (Acharya,
Blackwell, and Sen 2016a). In our case, the institution
(i.e., concentrationcamp)was removed togetherwith the
Nazi regime and was not replaced with any alternative
institution reinforcing out-group subjugation. This rules
out the institutional channel. Other studies show that
continued (economic) competition between locals and
out-groups (e.g., Jews and racial minorities) generates

3 Volker Steinhoff. 2001. “Holocaust—Die Lüge von den
ahnungslosenDeutschen.”DasErste;Panorama, https://daserste.ndr.de/
panorama/archiv/2001/Holocaust-Die-Luege-von-ahnungslosen-
Deutschen,erste7664.html, last accessed: July 1, 2018.
4 All of the camps included in our analyses were managed by SS
personnel who were moved to the area from elsewhere and left the
area after the campswere evacuated (Megargee 2009). Some research
points out that locals alsoworked in the camps (Gellately 2001) or that
prisonersworked togetherwith locals in factories outsideof the camps
(Obenaus 1996), giving them direct access to the horrors inside.
However, it was not necessary for locals to manage the camps to be
aware of them. As Ast (2013) reports, the regime wanted to use the
camp system as a way to incentivize local obedience through terror.
Because of this, it was in regime’s interest to spread the knowledge
about the campsamong locals,whonow“had tomakeeyecontactwith
the system’s terror apparatus” (Obenaus 1996, 224). Ast (2013) fur-
ther argues that the first-hand experiences of American soldiers
confirm that local civilians must have known about the camps.

5 To further clarify, we expect that the likelihood that someone ex-
perienced dissonance is higher closer to camps than elsewhere, not
that everyone close to camps necessarily experienced dissonance.
6 Gellately’s (2001) discussion of the Dachau camp is one example of
these rationalization efforts. Early on, there were “hints that some
Germans were not pleased about camps like Dachau” (p. 52).
However, when later the mayor had second thoughts about the city’s
reputation because of the camp, the local population had already
started regarding the camp as a legitimate and necessary institution
(Steinbacher 1993, 184).
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a communal bond against out-groups and helps sustain
attitudes over time (e.g., Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen
2016a; Charnysh 2015; Grosfeld, Rodnyansky, and
Zhuravskaya2013).Thispresumes thatafter theremoval
of the institutionout-groups remain in the community. In
our case, the prison population was removed from the
local areawhen the institution was erased, and therewas
no competition between residents who lived closer to
camps and the prisoners of these camps. This makes
transmission due to continued interaction and compe-
tition also an unlikely mechanism.

Rather, we argue that individuals transmitted their
attitudes via family ties and social interactions, which
led to the differences in out-group intolerance mea-
surable even today. A meta-analysis of 60 years of re-
search confirms that children’s and parents’ out-group
attitudes overlap to a significant degree (Degner and
Dalege 2013), and at least some scholars attribute these
similarities to intergenerational transmission of ideol-
ogy rather than to other shared characteristics among
family members (e.g., Duriez and Soenens 2009).7

Children acquire preferences fromparents (and local
peers) throughaltered socialmemoryandbyadaptation
and imitation (Bisin andVerdier 2000). Not necessarily
aware that they are doing so, individuals pass on their
belief systems to others in various contexts but espe-
cially through emotional and practical ties and rela-
tionships among generations. Furthermore, individuals
tend to rely largely on the messages passed inter-
generationally instead of history’s footprint (Anderlini,
Gerardi, and Lagunoff 2010). This explains why anti–
out-group sentiments canpersist despite the fact that the
truth about the atrocities committed at concentration
camps was made public. Observers of post-war Ger-
many often point out that for most people “education
about the war begins at home” (Cowell 1995) because
almost every German family has its own “complicated
personal war history,” which is transmitted to sub-
sequent generations (Sontheimer 2005). Parents’ views
and expressed opinions about out-groups become part
of that education. As a German educator put it, when
children use the word “Jew” to give someone a bad
name (despite having learned about the Holocaust at
school), it often reflects the insensitivities they have
obtained from their parents.8

In sum, we argue that through cognitive dissonance
individuals rationalized the imprisonment and in-
humane treatment of non-ethnicGermans.This process
inflated out-group hatred closer to the camps. The out-
group animosity was later transmitted through family
and communal ties from one generation to the next,

leading to the persistence of out-group prejudice long
after the racist institution was erased. The observable
implication of this argument is that the closer an in-
dividual lives to the site of a Nazi-era concentration
camp today, the higher his or her expressed level of out-
group intolerance. We test this hypothesis in the fol-
lowing sections.

CASE SELECTION

The Nazi concentration camp system started in 1933.
The initial aim of the camps was the imprisonment of
political enemies. The camp system evolved into a Eu-
ropean wide network with camps built for the purposes
of labor, transport, detention, and murder. The inten-
ded purpose of the different concentration camps af-
fected their location. For example, most camps in
Polandwere purposed for the exterminationof the local
Jewishpopulation, andplacednear Jewish communities
(Charnysh and Finkel 2017). An extermination, or
death camp, differed from other camps because there
was a relatively low prison population and a high
number of deaths. The purpose of these camps was not
to hold prisoners, but to kill and cremate as quickly and
efficiently as possible.9 Similarly, transit camps were
also placed in cities with comparatively large Jewish
populations and with access to rail lines. These camps
did not maintain a large footprint and served the pur-
pose of holding people temporarily before they were
sent off via train to other camps or extermination
centers. In contrast to both the transit and extermina-
tion camps, the locations of labor campswere picked for
reasons other than proximity to Jewish population
centers (Megargee 2009).

In this study, we focus onGermany, whereMegargee
(2009) identified 10 Nazi-era concentration camps lo-
cated in present-day German territory: Arbeitsdorf,
Bergen-Belsen, Buchenwald, Dachau, Flossenbürg,
Hinzert,Mittelbau-Dora, Neuengamme, Ravensbrück,
and Sachsenhausen.10WepickedGermany because the
camps here were predominantly labor camps and had
two important features. First, the site selection for
camps in Germany was not driven by proximity to
Jewish population, but access to resources, such as
a quarry, or a preexisting structure. Dachau, for ex-
ample, was located in a former munitions factory

7 That said, twin studies have shown that some factors that affect
attitudes toward out-groups, such as right-wing authoritarianism, are
moderately-to-strongly genetically inherited (see Kandler, Bell, and
Riemann 2016; Ludeke and Krueger 2013). However, even those
studies acknowledge that alongside with genetic inheritance, envi-
ronmental factorsandcultural transmissionacross generations remain
important determinants of out-group attitudes (Kandler, Bell, and
Riemann 2016).
8 PBS Frontline. 2005. “Holocaust Education in Germany: An In-
terview.” https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/germans/
germans/education.html, last accessed: July 1, 2018.

9 The Chełmno concentration camp in Poland, for example, was
placed in close proximity to the Łódź Jewish ghetto and ended up the
fifth most deadly camp, although there were only 12 estimated pris-
oners. These prisoners were known as Sonderkommandos, whose
responsibility it was to dispose of the bodies of those killed. The 12
estimated prisoners held their positions for about 3months, were then
killed, and 12 new ones were forced to do the work.
10 These 10 camps have several important similarities: they were all
run by the SS Business Administration Main Office, had similar
structure and followed the “Dachau model” in terms of organization
and treatment of prisoners (i.e., thesewere“permanent campsoutside
legal supervision,” characterized by “unsparing brutality toward
inmates, and torturous labor” (Megargee 2009, 7)). Executions and
prisoner deaths, torture, inhumane treatment, etc. took place in all
camps.
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(Megargee 2009).11 Figure 1 displays the geographic
dispersion of these 10 camps included in our study as
well as the share of the Jewish population in 1925 and
support for the Nazi party (NSDAP) in the 1933
election, with darker shades referring to higher pro-
portions of Jews and more Nazi party support. As the
figure suggests, the placement of these camps was
exogenous to the Jewish population and to Nazi party
support at the time.12 The fact that (a) the site selection
was mostly driven by economic rather than socio-
demographic or attitudinal reasons, and (b) the camp
location was exogenous to the Jewish population and
Nazi party support, makes Germany an attractive case
for identifying the effect of camps on contemporary
attitudes.

Second, because the German camps mostly operated
as labor camps, they were also more likely to be in-
terwovenwith the nearby communities via an extensive
system of subcamps. These subcamps were subordinate
to the leadership of the main camp and were pre-
dominantly located in geographic proximity. Theywere
created to allow for additional forced labor and placed
close to production sites, such as factories and mines,
which made contacts with locals likely. Further-
more, subcamps in Buchenwald, Sachsenhausen, and
Mittelbau-Dora explicitly allowed prisoners to work in
the nearby communities. In contrast, camps established
in other countries were often hidden from the local
population.13 As we argued in the theory section, the
fact that these camps were interwoven with local
communities increases the likelihood of exposure to
and knowledge of the camps among locals, which is

necessary for camps to be able to affect attitudes. This
exposure was higher in Germany than in other loca-
tions, because of the nature of the camps and their
extensive subcamp system.

EMPIRICAL STRATEGY

Assessing the consequences of an event that took place
over 70 years ago is inherently complex. In a nutshell,
our expectation is that concentration camps dispro-
portionately shaped the attitudes of those living in the
surrounding areas during the Nazi period. In-
tergenerational transmission of attitudes then led to the
persistence of these attitudes. To incorporate the var-
ious aspects of this argument, our empirical strategy is
divided into four steps. First, we show that early
support for the Nazi party and the distribution of
Jewish communities in Germany did not explain the
location of Nazi camps built after 1933. Next, we in-
vestigate the relationship between proximity to the
camps and current-day political attitudes. We then
describe three empirical tests that provide evidence in
line with the mechanism proposed. Finally, we report
a series of sensitivity analyses that test the plausibility
of alternative mechanisms and the robustness of the
findings.

Preexisting Attitudes and the Location of
Camps in Germany

Our theoretical argument and empirical approach rely
on the assumption that the decisions regarding the lo-
cation of concentration camps in Germany were un-
related to pre-existing mass political attitudes. The
historiography of Nazi Germany reviewed above is in
line with this argument. In this section, we complement
the historical accounts with systematic empirical tests of

FIGURE 1. Geographical Distribution of Concentration Camps within Current-Day Germany, Along
with the Distribution of the Jewish Community (Panel a) and Support for the Nazi Party (Panel b)

11 Supplementary information (SI) section 1 provides more in-
formation about each of the 10 camps, including the rationale for site
selection.
12 We test this more formally in the next section.
13 For example, in Poland, Chełmno was disguised as a medical camp
and Bełżec was disguised as a farm (www.ushmm.org).
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whether preexisting political attitudes explain camp
locations using the pre-war Census and electoral data.

Wemeasure preexisting political attitudes for each of
the 946 German electoral districts in 1933 in two ways.
First, we use early support for the Nazi party to capture
anti-Jewish sentiment and political intolerance more
broadly. Second, and in linewith the literature on group
conflict, we use data on the relative size of Jewish
communities at the time to measure geographic varia-
tion in the levels of out-group threat. Electoral and
Census data come from Falter, Lindenberger, and
Schumann (2009) and Hänisch (1989); both variables
are measured in proportions and range from 0 to 1.

Our outcome of interest here is the location of the
concentration camps. Since the unit of analysis is the
electoral district, we operationalize camp location in two
different ways: (1) as the Euclidean distance between the
centroid of a given electoral district and the closest Nazi
camp,and(2)asabinarymeasure that takes thevalueof1
if a campwasestablished in thedistrict, and0otherwise.14

Based on these measures, Table 1 presents the results
of four models that assess whether preexisting political
attitudes explain concentration camp location (seeTable
SI2.1 for the full models). Columns 1 and 2 report esti-
mates of OLS models with the distance to the closest
camp (in 10 km) as the outcome variable, whereas
Columns 3 and 4 present the results of logistic regressions
with the binary measure of camp presence as the out-
come variable.15 Moreover, Models 2 and 4 extend the
baseline specification by including additional socioeco-
nomic covariates. Based on recent scholarship on the
counter-extremist efforts of the Catholic Church during
the rise of theNazi party (Spenkuch andTillmann 2018),
we account for the religious composition of the districts.

Inaddition, unemployment rates anddistrict size capture
the regional economic environment.

Overall, themodels show thatdistrict-level anti-Jewish
sentiment is not ameaningful predictor of camp location.
As an example, the coefficient for Nazi party support in
Model 2 is indistinguishable from zero (20.79; p-value5
0.56) and the point estimate suggests that a hypothetical
increase from the lowest to the highest vote share
obtainedby theNazi party in 1933 (from13.3 to 83.0%) is
associated with a decrease of Distance to Camp by only
5.5 km ('3.4 miles).16 In Model 1, which excludes the
socioeconomic control variables, the coefficient flips sign
(while remaining indistinguishable from zero at con-
ventional levels). For the models predicting whether
a given district has a camp, the coefficients for Nazi party
support are also not statistically significant. Finally, the
size of the Jewish community in a given district does not
seem to predict the existence of a camp in any given
district, but is positively associated with distance to the
closest concentration camp. This result is in the opposite
direction of what we would expect if the camps had been
strategically placed close to Jewish communities.

We performed two further robustness tests. First, we
used a dataset compiled by Voigtländer and Voth
(2012) with city-level information on the number of
pogroms during the 1920s and in 1349, alongwith letters
to the editor of the Nazi newspaper Der Stürmer. Pre-
vious researchused thesedata tocapturemanifestations
of antisemitism (e.g., Spenkuch and Tillmann 2018).
Table SI2.3 replicates the models just described with
this new set of covariates. Again, we find no systematic
patterns that would explain proximity to the camps.
Second, we looked at covariate balance between (a)
electoral districts with and without a camp, and (b)
between districts with camps and their neighboring
districts. As the results in SI 2 show, the covariates are
balanced across districts with andwithout camps in both
types of comparisons.

TABLE 1. Interwar Political Attitudes and Camp Location in Germany

Distance to camp Pr(Camp 5 1)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Nazi party share (1933) 0.701 20.789 20.392 20.680
(1.055) (1.342) (2.643) (3.925)

% Jews (1925) (log) 0.568** 0.566** 20.050 20.078
(0.089) (0.100) (0.219) (0.275)

Socioeconomic controls No Yes No Yes

Observations 946 946 946 946
Adjusted R2 0.040 0.065 — —

Log likelihood — — 255.409 252.480

Note: Entries are coefficient estimates for the regression ofDistance to Closest Camp (Columns 1 and 2), andPr(Camp5 1) (Columns 3 and 4)
on support for the Nazi party, Jewish presence in the district, and additional controls (standard errors in parentheses). Full models in Table
SI2.1. * p , 0.05; ** p , 0.01.

14 We rely on the geodata provided by MPIDR and CGG (2011).
Despite potential limitations (cf. Selb and Munzert 2018), this
source is ideal for our analysis, because it provides information
not only on centroids, but also on boundaries.
15 The results hold if we use rare events logit instead, or re-estimate
Model 4 removing one camp at a time (cf. Table SI2.2 and Figures
SI2.1 and SI2.2, in SI 2).

16 The range of Nazi party vote share is 0.8302 0.1335 0.697.Hence:
0.697 3 (20.787) 5 20.548, or 5.5 km.
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Eachof these results alonedoesnotprovidedefinitive
proof that the location of concentration camps in
Germany is completely unrelated to pre-existing
beliefs. However, the consistency across the different
empirical analyses and the fact that they line upwith the
historical accounts of the process through which Ger-
man camps evolved gives us confidence that before the
development of the Nazi camps, communities in the
surrounding areas were no more prone to political in-
tolerance, and xenophobia than those farther away.

The Consequences of Exposure to Camps

To test our expectations about the long-term con-
sequences of exposure to Nazi camps in Germany, we
rely on two nationally representative surveys of Ger-
man adults: the German segment of the 2008 European
Values Survey (EVS 2016), and the 2016 wave of the
German General Social Survey (ALLBUS; GESIS
2017, 2018). These surveys were selected based on two
criteria: (1) the inclusion of items on political tolerance
and voting behavior, and (2) the provision of fine-
grained regional identifiers.17 To generate our quanti-
ties of interest, the surveys were combined with Census
data from the interwar period, election results from the
Weimar Republic, and the geolocation of the camps.
Sinceweare ultimately interested in explaining current-
day political attitudes, the unit of analysis is the in-
dividual survey respondent.

The key variable of interest in these analyses is
Distance to Camp: the Euclidean distance between the
location of a survey respondent and the closest Nazi
camp.18 This proxy for exposure to Nazi camps has two
limitations that are worth noting. First, it does not ac-
count for historical roads and natural obstacles, since
historical maps do not include a comprehensive de-
scription of the road system in place at the time.
However, we have no reasons to believe that the
measurement error generated by this decision is sys-
tematically related with current day political attitudes
(see also Charnysh and Finkel 2017). Second, we
identify the geolocation of respondents based on the
centroid of the smallest regional identifier available in
each survey: Kreis (N 5 429) in the case of EVS, and
Gemeinde (N 5 11,084) in the case of ALLBUS.19

Substantively, thismeans that all subjects within a given
regional unit are assigned the same distance. This
simplification may bias the results if subjects who live

closer to the geographical center of an administrative
unit are systematically different from those who live
farther away, and if these differences are in turn sys-
tematically correlated with our outcome of interest.We
do not have reasons to believe that this is the case.
However, to assuage this possible concern we relied on
different regional identifiers across our different survey
and electoral analyses. The results produced across the
different regional identifiers were substantively
similar.20

We analyze three outcome variables in each survey,
capturing different facets of political tolerance, xeno-
phobia, and political behavior. To facilitate the in-
terpretationof the different variables in each survey,we
describe these variables in the respective subsections
below. For each outcome of interest, we estimated two
sets of models: a linear regression with interwar cova-
riates (before the establishment of the camps), and
a two-stage regression estimator—the sequential
g-estimator (Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen 2016b;
Vansteelandt 2009)—that considers different contem-
porary mediators. This approach allows us to account
for contemporary variables that may explain people’s
attitudes without inducing posttreatment bias in our
model estimates (Montgomery, Nyhan, and Torres
2018). The method starts by estimating a model with
both pretreatment and posttreatment covariates (first
stage). Next, it recalculates the outcome variable by
removing from it the effects of the mediating variables
of interest. Finally, it estimates the effect of the treat-
menton this“demediated”outcome(second stage).The
sets of pretreatment covariates and posttreatment
mediators included in the models are as follows.

Interwar (i.e., Pretreatment) Covariates

All the pretreatment covariates included in the analyses
are based on the Census data and election results ag-
gregated at the lowest administrative unit of the period.
Because the administrative boundaries have shifted
since the early 1930s, we rely on an area-weighting
method to map data from the interwar period onto the
lowest regional boundaries available in each survey.21

This method allows us to create interpolated measures
of interwar covariates within modern-day districts. We
include two sets of interwar covariates. First, we mea-
sure preexisting political attitudes toward out-groups
using the district level support for theNazi party in 1933
and the share of the Jewish population in 1925. Al-
though we showed that these variables do not explain
camp location directly (cf. Table 1), an indirect causal

17 Due to the strict German privacy laws, getting access to survey data
with such regional identifiers is not a straightforward task. For the
EVS, only the 2008 wave provides regional identifiers and a contract
agreement is necessary to access them. For the ALLBUS survey, the
data with regional identifiers can only be accessed and analyzed in
a secure data center facility in Cologne, Germany.
18 Theanalyses are robust to using thenatural logarithmof distance to
account for the fact that proximity should be disproportionatelymore
impactful for shorterdistances than for longerdistances, as reported in
Tables SI8.1 and SI8.2.
19 Figure SI4.1 provides the distribution of the distance variable in the
EVS survey. To protect the anonymity of respondents, GESIS did not
allowus to present anydistribution of theALLBUSdata.We canonly
report that the distribution looks similar to that of the EVS sample.

20 An alternative strategy would be to conduct the analysis with
regions as the unit of analysis (e.g., Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen
2016a). However, this approach would require aggregating survey
responses at the regional level and generating measures of public
opinion that are representative at that level. Unfortunately, this is not
a viable option with the relatively small sample sizes in our surveys.
21 Areal interpolations have been shown to provide similar estimates
to population-weighted interpolations (Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen
2016a). Moreover, this method has the advantage of allowing us to
interpolate both proportions (e.g., support for the Nazi party) and
levels (e.g., district population).
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pathwaymay still exist, which justifies including themas
controls. Second,wemeasure local economic conditions
by district-level unemployment rates in 1933. This
allows us to account for the possibility that camps were
located in more economically depressed areas (given
their proximity to industries, quarries, and mines), which
in turn could have driven political intolerance.22 Figure
SI4.2 illustrates the geographical distributions of these
quantities at the Kreis level.

Contemporary (i.e., Posttreatment) Mediators

Differences in political tolerance and attitudes toward
out-group members are often explained by contem-
porary forces. Building on the seminal work on political
tolerance by Sullivan et al. (1981), we therefore account
for individual-level political ideology (ten-point scale),
employment status, education level,23 and district-level
unemployment rate as well as level of urbanity.24 We
paid special attention toeconomic variablesbecause the
economic base of the areas surrounding the camps
might have relied more heavily on manufacturing jobs
than other parts of the country. This could have made
these areas more vulnerable to economic depression in
recent decades, which in turn might have led to per-
ceptions of out-group threat (Funke, Schularick, and
Trebesch 2016). By accounting for the economic vari-
ables with the sequential g-estimator, we can recover
the controlleddirect effect of proximity to the campsnet
of current economic dynamics.

Additionally, to account for perceived threat
(Homola and Tavits 2018; McLaren 2003), we also
control for the share of immigrants in the respondent’s
district. The models with posttreatment mediators also
account for respondent’s gender and age, and include
a dummy forEast vs.WestGermany.Wedonot include
these variables in the sequential g-estimator since it is
unlikely that camp proximity explains these variables.25

EVS Results

With data from the 2008 EVS, we generated three
outcome variables measured as follows (the full question
wording for all items is presented in SI 3.1).26

Out-Group Intolerance

The measure of intolerance toward out-groups is based
on six survey items that ask respondents about their
openness to having different groups as neighbors:
“people of a different race,” “Muslims,” “Jews,”
“immigrants,” “homosexuals,” and “gypsies.”27 When
the six items are factor analyzed, only one factor has an
Eigenvalue above 1.00 (2.54), suggesting that the dif-
ferent items represent a single dimension (Cronbach’sa
5 0.90). The response options are binary: 1 if the re-
spondent prefers not to have members of a given group
as neighbors, and 0 otherwise. Hence, we estimated an
Item Response Theory (IRT) model and extracted the
factor scores for each respondent to create a continuous
latent measure of intolerance toward out-groups.28

Immigrant Resentment

Immigrants represent the most salient out-group in
current-day Germany (e.g., Jäckle and König 2017).
Although theNazi regimedid not target immigrants per
se, our theoretical argument predicts that the effects of
campexposure spill over to any community identified as
out-group. We should therefore observe effects on
resentment of immigrants. The measure is based on six
survey items fully detailed in SI 3.1. A principal com-
ponents analysis reveals a one-dimensional structure
(Cronbach’s a5 0.82), and the individual factor scores
of thisfirst dimensionwere extracted toproduce a latent
measure of immigrant resentment.

Support for Far-Right Parties

The EVS includes two items on party support: (1)
“Which political party would you vote for,” and (2) for
those answering ‘Don’t know,’ “If you don’t know,
which party appeals to you the most?” Based on these
two variables, we created a binary measure that takes
the value of 1 if respondents mentioned an extreme
right-wing party (National Democratic Party, NPD;

22 Other economic covariates from the interwar period are highly
correlatedwith unemployment.Hence, we decided to omit them from
themain analysis. Still, in Table SI5.1 we show that themain results of
the EVS models are substantively similar with more saturated spec-
ifications that also account for the gender composition of the work-
force, and the structure of the economic base in the interwar period.
23 Additional potential individual level covariates include religiosity
and race/ethnicity. Both surveys provide measures of religiosity but
onlyALLBUS included a question about ethnicity, recorded in terms
of country codesand thereforeeffectivelymeasuringnationality.With
about 93% of respondents coded as “German,” there is very little
variance on this variable. That said, the results remain substantively
similar when controlling for individual level religiosity and ethnicity
(see Tables SI5.2 and SI5.3).
24 The EVS urbanity measure uses a 10-point scale. Results do not
change if we include it as a factor to account for non-linear effects (see
Table SI5.4). One of the camps—Sachsenhausen—is located very
close toBerlinwhileothers havemore rural locations.The results hold
when Sachsenhausen (or any other camp) is excluded from the
analysis, alleviating the concern that any one camp drives the results
(see Figure SI5.1).
25 In a set of additional analyses, we re-estimate our models using
covariatebalancepropensityweights to showthat covariate imbalance
cannot explain ourmain results.Moreover, we also run a set ofmodels
that excludes high leverageobservations. These analyses can be found
in Tables SI5.5–SI5.8.

26 Descriptive statistics for all variables appear in Table SI4.1.
27 Aswediscussed in the theory section, theNazi racial policy asserted
the superiority of the Aryan race while considering all non-Aryans
(e.g., Jews, Roma and Sinti, Slavs, persons of color, etc.) as inferior
subhumans. This justifies combining the different out-groups in our
analysis. Because it was racial superiority and not just anti-Semitism
that was practiced in the camps, the effects of these camps should
extend beyond contemporary anti-Semitism and involve out-group
hatredmore generally. Furthermore, in the camps that are included in
our analyses, Jews were not the majority group. While the racial
composition of prisoners varied over time, foreigners (e.g., Soviet
prisoners of war, Poles) generally constituted the largest share of the
total prison population (KZ-Gedenkstätte Neuengamme 2014;
Megargee 2009).
28 A simple additive scale is correlated at 0.97 with the factor scores
extracted from the IRT model.
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GermanPeople’sUnion,DVU; or theTheRepublicans,
REP), and 0 otherwise.

Table 2 reports the estimates of the effect of camp
distance on the three outcomes. For each outcome var-
iable, a first specification includes only interwar cova-
riates,29while the secondmodelemploys the sequential g-
estimator to also account for contemporary mediators
(TableSI4.3 reports the full setof coefficients and thefirst
stage results). Overall, the different analyses provide
support for our main prediction: exposure to concen-
tration camps during the Nazi period is associated with
significant differences in attitudes toward out-groups and
support for far-right parties in present-day Germany.

For example, Model 2 provides the controlled direct
effect of camp distance on out-group intolerance using
the sequential g-estimator. The coefficient of 20.02 is
reliable and substantively meaningful. According to the
model, a 50 km increase in distance to the closest camp is
associated with a decrease of 0.10 points in out-group
intolerance, representing 11.2% of the variable’s inter-
quartile range (IQR).30 To put this result into an ap-
propriate context, we can compare it with the coefficient
for conservatism, a common predictor of out-group in-
tolerance.According to themodel, a one unit increase in
the 10-point scale of conservatism is associated with
a 0.05 increase in out-group intolerance, equivalent to
6.0% of the outcome’s IQR. In other words, a 50 km
increase in distance is estimated to have an effect similar
to a two point shift on the 10-point conservatism scale.

Similarly, the estimateddirect effect of campdistance in
the model predicting immigrant resentment is 20.11
(Model 4). With the remaining predictors held constant,
the model estimates that the difference in immigrant

resentment between someone living next to a camp and
someoneliving50kmfromacampisequivalent to10.0%of
the outcome variable’s IQR. Finally, we also find that
proximity to a former camp is associated with voting be-
havior.31 According toModel 6, a 50 km increase in camp
distance is associatedwith a twopercentagepoint decrease
in the probability of supporting an extreme right-wing
party.32 Considering that less than 3% of the 2008 EVS
respondentsreportedsupportingoneofthefar-rightparties
active at the time, this effect is meaningful. Relative to the
mean value of the outcome variable, it represents a 66.7%
change in the probability of supporting a far-right party.33

ALLBUS Results

We supplement the main analysis with an entirely new
sample for several reasons. First, survey items in ALL-
BUSallow for amoredetailed examination of the effects
of camp proximity on attitudes toward different out-
groups, including Jews andMuslims. Second, this survey
includes lower level geographical identifiers than EVS
[Gemeinde (N5 11,084) vs.Kreis (N5 429)] allowing for
a more precise estimation of the respondents’ location.
Third, it allows us to test the robustness of the EVS
findings with a different sample from a different time
period (2016 for ALLBUS vs. 2008 for EVS). If we find
support for our theory in both datasets, the specific
samplingpool adoptedand the timingorpolitical context
of each survey is less likely to be driving our results.

TABLE 2. Effects of Camp Proximity on Out-group Intolerance, Immigrant Resentment, and Support
for Far-Right Parties (EVS)

Out-group
intolerance

Immigrant
resentment

Far-right
support

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Distance to camp
(in 10 km)

20.011** 20.017** 20.116** 20.106** 20.001* 20.003**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.017) (0.020) (0.001) (0.001)

Model OLS G-est. OLS G-est. OLS G-est.
Interwar covariates Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Contemporary mediators No Yes No Yes No Yes

Observations 2,075 1,376 2,075 1,376 2,075 1,376
Adjusted R2 0.009 0.033 0.022 0.058 0.000 0.022

Note:Entriesareestimatesof theeffect of distance to closest campon thedifferent outcomes, described in columnheaders.Models 1, 3, and
5 account exclusively for interwar covariates (standard errors in parentheses). Models 2, 4, and 6 are the second stage of the sequential g-
estimator to also account for contemporary predictors (bootstrapped standard errors in parentheses). Full model results in Table SI4.3. *p,
0.05; ** p , 0.01.

29 The results continue to hold when we account for the multilevel
structure of the datawith random intercepts for (1) closest campor (2)
closest camp and state (Table SI5.9).
30 The first and third quartiles ofOutgroup Intolerance are20.38 and
0.51, respectively. Since themeasure of distance ismeasured in 10 km:
(5 3 20.02)/0.89 5 0.112.

31 The results hold if we use logit and rare events logit instead of OLS
(Table SI5.10).
32 In terms of standard deviations (SD), themodels predict that a one
SD increase in Distance (56 km) is associated with a decrease in out-
group intolerance by 16.3%of a SD, immigrant resentment by 15%of
a SD, and support for far-right parties by 11.2% of a SD.
33 By pooling across the 10 camps, we are interested in uncovering an
“average treatment effect,” regardless of any intrinsic heterogeneity
across the camps.Additional analyses reported inFigure SI5.3 further
show that differentmeasuresof camp severity donot have a consistent
moderating effect on the overall patterns.
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Three outcome variables capture different facets of
out-group intolerance. The full question wording and
scaling for all questions is presented in SI 3.2.34

Intolerance Toward Foreigners

Ourfirstmeasureof intolerance isbasedon10 items that
capture attitudes toward foreigners in general. Exam-
ples include “foreigners inGermany should adjust their
lifestyle to the German one,” “foreigners should have
the same rights to social welfare transfers,” and “is the
presence of foreigners an overall advantage or disad-
vantage forGermany.”Aprincipal component analysis
finds the first dimension to explain around 45% of the
variation in all 10 items (Cronbach’s a 5 0.84). We
therefore extract this first dimension to produce the
outcome measure.

Intolerance Toward Jews

To test our theory more explicitly in terms of potential
effects on attitudes toward Jews, the second ALLBUS
outcome variable is based on five items that capture
these attitudes. Examples include “Jews have toomuch
influence in the world,” “the Jews are not fully innocent
for their persecution,” and “how comfortable would
you bewith a Jewish neighbor.”Aprincipal component
analysis finds the first dimension to explain around 48%
of the variation in all five items (Cronbach’s a5 0.68),
and we again extract this first dimension to produce our
second outcome measure.

Intolerance Toward Muslims

Finally, given that Muslims have become an especially
salient out-group in Germany (e.g., Jäckle and König
2017), wewould also expect to findour theorized effects
when analyzing present-day attitudes toward Muslims.
The ALLBUS data allows us to use another battery of
six questions to capture these attitudes. Examples of

these questions include “Islam fits into German soci-
ety,” “Islamic associations/groups should beunder state
surveillance,” and “practicing the Islamic faith in
Germany should be limited.” We again conducted
a principal component analysis to find that the first
dimension explains around 58% of the variation across
the six items (Cronbach’sa5 0.84). Thisfirst dimension
is extracted to produce our third outcome measure.

Table 3 presents the results of six models estimating
the effect of camp proximity on present-day out-group
intolerance. As before, we run two models for each
outcome variable. The control variables are the same as
in the EVS analysis (cf. Table 2, above). The full model
and first-stage results are presented in Table SI4.4.

The analyses provide further support for our theo-
retical argument: as a respondent’s distance to a former
concentration camp increases, intolerance toward for-
eigners, Jews, and Muslims decreases. We find the
largest effect sizes for Intolerance Toward Foreigners
and Intolerance Toward Muslims. However, it is im-
portant to keep inmind that all three outcome variables
are factor scores with a slightly different scaling. For
example, the IQRof IntoleranceTowardForeigners is 6:
50% of all observations lie within23 and13.With that
in mind, we can say that a distance increase of 50 km for
an otherwise unchanged respondent should on average
lead to a 0.24 point decrease in our measure of in-
tolerance toward foreigners, representing 4% of its
IQR. For Intolerance Toward Jews, the IQR is 4.4, so if
a respondent’s distance to the closest camp increases by
50 km, their predicted factor score would decrease by
0.15 points, around 4% of the IQR. Finally, Model 6
estimates that a 50 km increase in distance is associated
with a decrease of Muslim intolerance by 0.21 points,
which would reflect a change of 4% of the outcome’s
IQR.35

TABLE 3. Effects of CampProximity on Intolerance Toward Foreigners, Jews, andMuslims (ALLBUS)

Intolerance
toward foreigners

Intolerance
toward Jews

Intolerance
toward Muslims

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Distance to camp
(in 10 km)

20.030* 20.047** 20.021* 20.029** 20.026* 20.041**
(0.013) (0.014) (0.009) (0.010) (0.012) (0.012)

Model OLS G-est. OLS G-est. OLS G-est.
Interwar covariates Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Contemporary mediators No Yes No Yes No Yes

Observations 3,081 2,959 2,886 2,787 3,233 3,093
Adjusted R2 0.020 0.011 0.010 0.006 0.029 0.014

Note:Entries are estimates of the effect of distance to closest camp on the different outcomes, listed in column headings.Models 1, 3, and 5
account exclusively for interwar covariates (standard errors in parentheses). Models 2, 4, and 6 are the second stage of the sequential
g-estimator to also account for contemporary predictors (bootstrapped standard errors in parentheses). Full-model results in Table SI4.4.
* p , 0.05; ** p , 0.01.

34 Descriptive statistics for all variables appear in Table SI4.2.

35 In terms of standard deviations (SD), themodels predict that a one
SD increase in Distance (60 km) is associated with a decrease in in-
tolerance toward foreigners by 7.3% of a SD and toward Jews and
Muslims by 6.4% of a SD.
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To summarize, we find consistent support for our
expectations in both surveys. Evidence from EVS and
ALLBUS shows that respondents who live closer to
former Nazi concentration camps today aremore likely
toholdnegativeviewsofdifferent typesof out-groups in
present-day Germany. They are also more likely to
indicate support for right-wing parties. These patterns
are in line with our argument that concentration camps
have long lasting effects that still play a role in
explaining political attitudes today.

Mechanisms: Cognitive Dissonance and
Belief Transmission

We argued that the patterns observed above likely
result from processes of cognitive dissonance triggered
by proximity to the camps during the Third Reich. This
argument implies that the pre-existing attitudes among
individuals living close to the camps were not system-
atically different from those living elsewhere, and that it
was the mental discomfort produced by this new social
environment that led themtoupdate their beliefs.While
plausible, this mechanism is hard to demonstrate be-
cause a direct test of it would require a careful micro-
level analysis of individuals who witnessed this period.
Such data are not available, which is why prior work on
historical legacies has generally not tested the mecha-
nism at all. We aspire to do more, and offer an alter-
native strategy to assess the plausibility of this segment
of our argument.

If cognitive dissonance is responsible for the re-
lationship uncovered, individuals living in areas that
were more supportive of the Nazi party before the
creation of the camps should experience less cognitive
dissonance.For these individuals, there shouldbe lessof
a need to reconcile their pre-existing beliefs with the
new social environment. Consequently, the effects of
proximity to camps should be smaller. We test this
implication by interacting our key predictor in themain
analysis (distance to camp) with support for the Nazi
party in 1933. The plots in Figure 2 present themarginal
effects of distance to camp on out-group intolerance

(left panel), immigrant resentment (central panel), and
support for far-right parties (rightpanel), conditionalon
the vote share obtained by the Nazi party in the last
contested election of the Weimar Republic.36 In line
with our expectations, the camp proximity effects are
large and statistically significant in regions that pre-
viously had low levels of Nazi support. However, for all
three outcome variables this effect decreases as Nazi
support increases, and is no longer distinguishable from
zero in districts with 50% or more support for the Nazi
party. These results are consistent with the argument
that cognitive dissonance links Nazi camps to contem-
porary intolerance, although they do not represent di-
rect evidence for the mechanism proposed. Therefore,
the findings should be interpreted as suggestive.37

We can also provide evidence consistent with the
second part of our theoretical mechanism: the in-
tergenerational transmission of beliefs. We argued that
out-group intolerance was transmitted across gen-
erations through parental and social influence. This
mechanism has been explored in Germany
(Voigtländer andVoth 2012) and elsewhere (e.g., Lupu
andPeisakhin 2017;Nunn andWantchekon 2011). Still,
to provide more direct evidence for this mechanism in
the context of our study,we rely on two items fromEVS.

First, respondents were asked in which Kreis they
lived at the age of 14.Although communal transmission
does not require that a given respondent, or their
parents,wereborn ina specificdistrict,we shouldexpect
clearer effects of camp proximity among respondents

FIGURE2. Marginal Effects ofCampProximity onContemporaryAttitudes,Conditional onSupport for
the Nazi Party in 1933 (EVS)

Note: Plots depict the marginal effects of distance to camps on out-group intolerance (left panel), immigrant resentment (middle panel),
and support for far-right parties (right panel), conditional on support for the Nazi party in 1933. Shaded regions represent 99% confidence
intervals. The histograms at the base of each figure describe the distribution of support for the Nazi party. The full model results are reported
in Table SI6.1.

36 The ALLBUS-based analysis can be found in Table SI6.2 and
Figure SI6.1.
37 In alternative analyses, we replaced camp distance by (a) conser-
vatism and (b) unemployment to test for the possibility that any
variable spurring conservative change would produce these condi-
tional effects. The results presented in Figures SI6.2 and SI6.3 show
that there isnomeaningful interactionbetweenconservatismandNazi
party support. Themodels using unemployment show the opposite of
what we would expect according to this line of reasoning in the EVS
sample: the effect of unemployment is larger, not smaller, in more
conservative places. In the ALLBUS sample, the interaction effect is
not reliable. We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting these
additional tests.
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who lived in the same district all their lives, both due to
longer cultural exposure and family ties in the area.
Figure 3 provides evidence in line with this expectation.
The marginal effects of camp proximity on out-group
intolerance (left panel), immigrant resentment (middle
panel), and support for far-right parties (right panel) are
only distinguishable from zero for respondents who are
still living in theKreis of their childhood.38 Second,EVS
respondents were askedwhether they discussed politics
with their parents when they were young (“around 14
years old”). The argument about intergenerational
transmission suggests that camp proximity should be
a stronger predictor of contemporary attitudes among
respondents who regularly discussed politics with their
parents. Figure SI6.5 provides evidence in line with this
expectation. The effects of camp proximity on out-
group intolerance and immigrant resentment are only
reliable among respondents who experienced this type
of political socialization.39

Alternative Mechanisms

In this section, we explore three potential alternative
explanations for our findings: economic conditions,
geographic sorting, and contemporary cognitive dis-
sonance. Recall that we also accounted for a potential
economic explanation as part of our main analysis.
Unless noted otherwise, detailed results of these ad-
ditional tests are presented in SI 7.

Economic Conditions

To remind the reader, the sites for concentration camps
in Germany were often selected based on economic
conditions, such as proximity to industries, quarries, or
mines. It is thereforepossible that campswere located in
areas that were more economically depressed at the
time, which could have driven political intolerance. We
accounted for this by including pre-war district-level
unemployment rates in our main analysis. In addition,
we reestimated themainEVSmodelswith a broader set
of economic controls that captured theeconomicbaseof
the different districts in the interwar period (see Table
SI5.1). The same key findings are obtained after ac-
counting for the prevalence of blue-collar workers,
white-collar workers, and farmers in the district.
However, even controlling for these contemporaneous
dynamics, it is still possible that manufacturing-in-
tensive regions have become economically depressed in
recent decades, which could have generated percep-
tions of out-group threat today (Funke, Schularick, and
Trebesch 2016). We ruled out this alternative mecha-
nism by accounting for current economic indicators
(employment status anddistrict-level employment rate)
with the sequential g-estimator (see Tables 2, 3, SI4.3,
and SI4.4 for these results).

Alternatively, it is possible that camps generated an
economic boost during the war and in the following
decades (cf. Charnysh and Finkel 2017), producing the
patterns that we observe in our study. To address this,
we collected Census information on property taxes
(indicating the value of the housing stock), business
taxes (indicating general economic prosperity), and
total taxes at the Kreis level in 1950 and 1961, the first
two censuses in West Germany after the war. We then
regressed taxes at the Kreis level on our distance
measure while controlling for population size (Table
SI7.1).We find that distance does not affect any of these
outcomes, suggesting that areas closer to the camps did
not benefit economically (see SI 7 for details).

FIGURE 3. Marginal Effects of Camp Proximity on Contemporary Attitudes, Conditional on Place of
Residence at Age 14 (EVS)

Note: Points are marginal effects of distance for EVS respondents who lived in the same Kreis at the age of 14 years and respondents who
lived elsewhere. Outcome variables described at the top of each panel. At the time of the survey, 56.9% of respondents lived in the same
Kreis they lived at the age of 14 years. Full model results in Table SI6.3.

38 ForALLBUS, the only comparable itemasks respondentswhether
they lived in the same state during their youth.Although considerably
less precise, the results from this test are consistent with the patterns
observed in the EVS data (Table SI6.4).
39 Although informative,weare cautious in the interpretationof these
analyses because (a) they are based on self-reported information
about the respondents’ childhood, which is likely to bemeasuredwith
error, and (b) both moderating variables are measured “posttreat-
ment,” which may induce bias in the estimates.
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Geographic Sorting

The patterns uncovered above could also result from
spatial sorting in thepost-war period.Between1944 and
1950, nearly 8 million ethnic Germans left the former
eastern territoriesof theThirdReichandsettled inWest
Germany(BraunandKvasnicka2014;Douglas2012). If
geographic sorting explains the relationship between
camp location and contemporary political attitudes, the
patterns of mobility in areas close to the camps should
differ from those observed elsewhere in a way that is
related with the attitudes of migrants. It is unlikely that
the migration patterns were driven by political beliefs,
because in three of the four West German occupation
zones the allocation of expellees relied on a common
formula based on the availability of nutrition and
housing space (e.g., Falck, Heblich, and Link 2012).40

Still, large variations in the degree to which commu-
nities changed in areas far from or close to the camps
could explain the differences we observe today.

Toassuage this concern,we investigatewhether camp
proximity explains population changes during the pe-
riod of forced migrations from 1944 to 1950 (Braun and
Kvasnicka 2014; Braun and Mahmoud 2014). The
analysis is based on Census data from May 1939 and
September 1950. Table SI7.2 reports the results of
a series of models where the proportional change in
population between 1939 and 1950 is regressed on
different measures of camp proximity (see SI 7 for
details about the models). Together, the results suggest
that the patterns of mobility observed in the aftermath
of World War II are not explained by distance to the
camps.Thepoint estimates for thedifferentmeasuresof
camp proximity are unreliable and fairly close to zero.
Although this result does not inform us directly about
the political beliefs of thosemoving in and out of a given
region, it suggests that the location of the campswas not
an important factor in the massive migration flows that
characterized the post-war period.

Contemporary Cognitive Dissonance

Another alternative explanation for the relationshipwe
uncovered is that the camps keep producing cognitive
dissonance today. To varying degrees, the sites of most
German camps are currently used as a memorial,
documentation center, or museum. Hence, it is con-
ceivable that these symbols of the Nazi era are still
generating cognitive dissonance among those living in
the surrounding areas. Research in psychology suggests
that reminders of ingroup wrongdoing may prompt
defensive reactions (Imhoff and Banse 2009; Rotella
and Richeson 2013; but see Rees, Allpress, and Brown
2013). This mechanism would generate the same pat-
terns uncovered here without requiring the trans-
mission of attitudes across generations.

To assess the plausibility of this mechanism, we le-
verage the variation in current-day use of the German

camps. For example, by the end of the 1940s, hardly
anything remained to be seen of the former camp at
Mittelbau-Dora.Thegroundshadrapidlybeenreclaimed
by nature. A permanent exhibition on the camp history
opened in a newly erected building only in 2006.41 This
stands in stark contrast to other former camps such as
Dachau, where many of the original structures (e.g., the
Jourhaus, the shunt room, prisonerbaths, the bunker, the
barracks, and the crematorium)havebeenpreservedand
their original utilizations displayed.42 The memorial site
gives visitors a very graphic and vivid experience about
life in the camp, so realistic that an article described the
experience as “A Day in Hell.”43 If contemporary cog-
nitive dissonance explains the patterns we observe, the
effects shouldbemostvisiblearoundcamps that currently
have a more noticeable presence.

We documented the current use of all camp locations
and identified the existence of original physical struc-
tures as the most meaningful distinction between
camps.44 Finally, we reestimated the main models from
EVS and ALLBUS interacting distance with a binary
variable that identifies the current use of the camp.45

Figure4presents themainfindings fromboth surveys,
and reveals significant differences between camps with
and without physical structures. However, the results
are the opposite of what the contemporary cognitive
dissonance argument would predict. The overall effects
of proximity are mostly driven by respondents living
near campswith a lessnoticeablepresence.On theother
hand, in the surroundings of those campswhere original
structures have beenpreserved as amuseum, the effects
of distance are either significantly smaller or in-
distinguishable from zero across all six model
specifications.46

One possible interpretation of this pattern is that an
educational effect of museums housed in the preserved
physical structures of former camps is counteracting the

40 Between1945 and 1949,Germanywas divided into four occupation
zones administered by France, Britain, the USSR, and the U.S. The
French occupation zone did not accept expellees until 1948 (Grosser
2001).

41 https://www.buchenwald.de/en/150/.
42 http://www.kz-gedenkstaette-dachau.de.
43 Hawley, Charles. 2005. “Touring a Concentration Camp: ADay in
Hell.” Spiegel Online, January 27. http://www.spiegel.de/international/
touring-a-concentration-camp-a-day-in-hell-a-338820.html, last
accessed: July 1, 2018.
44 Camps without original structures: Arbeitsdorf, Bergen-Belsen,
Hinzert, and Mittelbau-Dora. Camps with structures: Buchenwald,
Dachau, Neuengamme, Ravensbrück, and Sachsenhausen. Our
qualitative research did not allow us to place Flossenbürg in one
specific groupwith enough degree of confidence. Hencewe estimated
models with Flossenbürg in either group and the results are sub-
stantively similar. In themodels describedbelowFlossenbürg is coded
as having no original structures.
45 Werecognize that the currentuseof the camps canbe interpretedas
a posttreatment variable, which may lead to biased estimates
(Montgomery, Nyhan, and Torres 2018). We decided to still conduct
these analyses since here the key predictor is not camp proximity but
current-day features of the camp locations. Moreover, we have also
estimated the controlled direct effect of distance accounting for the
current use of the camps and the main results are unchanged.
46 One might be concerned that the existence of original structures
may be related to specific camp characteristics, such as their severity.
We re-estimated the models reported here while controlling for two
indicators of camp severity: the size of the camp, and the number
of days operating. See SI 7 (Tables SI7.5 and SI7.6) for details of this
and related analyses. The findings reported here remain intact.
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legacy effects. Being able to see the actual structures of
the institutions where atrocities were committed is
likely to leavea strong impressionon individuals visiting
the camp locations. It is therefore possible that the
Holocaust-related education promoted by these camps
may offer a path to mitigate the effects of cognitive
dissonance produced during the Nazi era. This in-
terpretation is in line with recent policy debates in
Germany: in spring of 2018, public discussion erupted in
response to an anti-Semitic attack aboutwhether school
visits to concentration camps should be made com-
pulsory because they can be transformative in pro-
moting tolerance (Pastor 2018). In line with this,
amuseum director cited an example of how a camp visit
eliminated a group of students’ prior fascination with
neo-Nazi graffiti (Bennhold 2018). As a further test of
potential educational effects, we collected information
on the number of years since a permanent exhibition
about theHolocaustopened in the siteofa formercamp.
Beyond the presence of original structures, any edu-
cational effect should be more prominent the longer an
exhibit has been in place. This is exactly what we find as
the results in Table SI7.7 show.47

Admittedly, our test here is imperfect, and we in-
terpret it with caution. However, the potential impli-
cations of this mitigating effect can be far-reaching. So
far, the literature on historical legacies has focused
primarily on firmly establishing the legacy effects. The
determinism of historical legacies, however, makes
chances of progress appear rather bleak.That iswhy the
finding here is important: it takes us a step closer to
identifying ways to break the seemingly deterministic
persistence of the effect of past institutions and affirms
that efforts to re-educate the population may not be in
vain.

Sensitivity Analyses

Wealso performed various robustness tests of ourmain
analysis. These include (1) ananalysis of far-right voting
using recent electoral data from Germany, (2) an
analysis of additional outcome variables in the ALL-
BUS survey, (3) a series of placebo tests, (4) a cross-
national analysis with data from other Nazi camps in
Europe, and (5) ananalysis of closeness to theTreblinka
concentration camp in Poland.We discuss each of these
tests in turn (for details, see SI 8).

To analyzewhether our results hold outside of survey
data, we compiled a dataset of recent election results
from the 2017 Bundestag election at the Wahlbezirk
level (electoral district, N 5 88,511), which we then
combine with geographic and socio-demographic in-
formation at the Gemeinde level. Whereas the survey
data we use above gives us a rich set of outcome vari-
ables, the electoral data provides behavioral measures.
Additionally, it allows us to focus on specific geographic
units. By restricting the analysis to small radii around
each camp, these restricted samples are better matched

FIGURE 4. Marginal Effects of Camp Proximity on Contemporary Attitudes, Conditional on Current-
Day Use of the Camp (EVS and ALLBUS)

Note:Plots depict point estimates and 95%confidence intervals for the standardized effects of distance to camps on contemporary attitudes
(described on the y-axis), conditional on current-day use of the camp. Gray (black) points/bars correspond to respondents whose closest
camp does (not) include physical structures. The full model results are presented in Tables SI7.3 and SI7.4.

47 Two points may need clarifying. First, one might question why the
re-education effects of museums are stronger closer to camps. The
discretionary nature of the camp visits provides a potential answer.
Since museum visits are not mandatory, schools are more likely to
organize themwhen the logistics are easier, i.e., when they are located
closer to a camp site. Therefore, students closer to camps are more
likely to be exposed to and affected by the educational experience of
camp visits in addition to any general re-education provided across all
Germany. Second, note that our main findings do not imply that the
national re-education campaigns failed. Instead, we analyze the ad-
ditional effect that living close to camp has on attitudes today, re-
gardless of the effect of such campaigns.
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in terms of potential confounders while still providing
variation in closeness to a camp (see Charnysh and
Finkel (2017) for a similar approach).Weuse vote share
for the radical right-wing parties—Alternative for
Germany (AfD) and National Democratic Party
(NPD)—as the outcome variable. Table 4 provides the
key findings, which suggest stronger support for AfD
and NPD in areas closer to former camps. The results
hold both nationally and within 70 km of each camp. A
variety of alternativemodeling strategies reported in SI
8 render similar conclusions.

Given the comprehensive set of attitudinal questions
asked in the ALLBUS survey, we tested the robustness
of our findings on a complementary set of out-group
intolerance measures. More specifically, we created
factor scores for Perception of foreigners, Discrimina-
tion of foreigners, and a variable for respondents that
indicated support of a far-right party. The perceptions
items asked mostly about potential advantages and
disadvantages of having foreigners in Germany,
whereas the discrimination items asked about potential
discrimination against or in favor of foreigners in dif-
ferent stages of life (education, job market, etc.). The
Support for extreme parties variable takes the value of 1
if respondents indicated that they would vote for the
NPD orAFD if there was an election next Sunday. The
full questionwording for these variables can be found in
SI 3.2. We ran the exact samemodel specifications as in
the main ALLBUS analysis above. The results are
reported in Table SI8.8 and provide further support for
our argument. Respondents living closer to concen-
tration camps perceive foreigners more negatively, are
less inclined to think that foreigners are discriminated
against, and are more likely to support far-right parties.

Tables SI8.9 and SI8.10, in turn, report results from
a series of placebo tests wherewe replaced the outcome
variables with different contemporary attitudes that
should not bemeaningfully associated with either camp
proximity or out-group intolerance. As expected,
beliefs such as willingness to turn out, job and life sat-
isfaction, or importance of leisure time are not
explained by camp proximity. These results, although
inevitably suggestive, indicate that the long-termeffects
of living close to Nazi camps are targeted and relate to
attitudes toward out-groups.

Whereas our main analysis focuses exclusively on
German survey respondents, the EVS includes
respondents from other countries in Europe where the
Nazi regime had also set up concentration camps. We
use these data to test the generalizability of ourfindings.
More specifically, we ran a cross-national analysis that
includes EVS respondents from Austria, Belgium,
Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, France, Ger-
many, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, and Poland
(EVS 2016). For each respondent, we coded their dis-
tance to the closest former concentration camp. We
used the same outcome variables as in Table 2: out-
group intolerance, immigrant resentment, and support
for far-right parties. The results of these model speci-
fications can be found in Tables SI8.11 and SI8.12 and
closely mirror our main results above. Across all model
specifications, we find that respondents who live closer
to concentration camps today are less tolerant of out-
groups, exhibit stronger immigrant resentment, and are
more likely to support far-right parties. The effect sizes
tend to be smaller than in our main analysis, but are
otherwise in line with our main findings and are equally
statistically reliable.

Finally, we follow Charnysh and Finkel (2017) for
another empirical test of the implications of our theory
with data from the area surrounding the Treblinka
concentration camp inPoland.Theseauthors argue that
the location of this camp was “exogenous to the be-
havior and the views of the local population” (p. 802).
We use their data and modeling strategy to analyze
support for the PiS party in the 2015 national elections.
We focus on PiS, because the party ran on a clearly anti-
immigrant and anti-refugee platform. Our theory pre-
dicts that the party should have performed particularly
strongly in communities that are closer to Treblinka.
The results in Table SI8.13 confirm this expectation:
across all different model specifications we find that the
closer a community is to Treblinka, the higher its vote
share for PiS.

CONCLUSION

In this article, we have shown that Nazi-era concen-
tration camps cast a long shadow on people’s level of
tolerance and prejudice, and continue to affect political

TABLE 4. The Controlled Direct Effect of Camp Proximity on Support for Radical Right Parties in 2017

AfD vote share AfD 1 NPD vote share

Full sample ,70 km Full sample ,70 km
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Distance (in 10 km) 20.081** 20.159** 20.092** 20.171**
(0.016) (0.062) (0.017) (0.066)

Observations 10,755 3,949 10,755 3,949
Adjusted R2 0.075 0.091 0.076 0.093

Note: Entries are estimates of the controlled direct effect of distance to closest camp on support for the AfD (Columns 1, 2) and AfD1NPD
(Column 2, 3) in 2017. Full-model results and additional specifications are presented in Tables SI8.3–SI8.7; ** p , 0.01.
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attitudes today. Germans who live closer to a Nazi-
era concentration camp are more xenophobic, less
tolerant of various out-groups (Jews, Muslims, and
immigrants), and more likely to support far-right par-
ties. Although not always large in magnitude, these
effects are robust across different datasets, different
model specifications, and different outcome variables,
and they hold cross-nationally. We also showed that
theseeffects cannotbeexplainedbypreexisting levelsof
tolerance, or by contemporary factors such as economic
insecurity, political ideology, or education. Further-
more, we provide tentative support for our two-part
causal mechanism that (a) camp-era cognitive disso-
nance drives attitude change, and (b) intergenerational
transmission of beliefs helps sustain these attitudes over
time. We also rule out alternative mechanisms such as
geographic sorting, economic conditions, and contem-
porary cognitive dissonance. Taken together, our
results provide consistent support for the argument that
the differences in attitudes toward out-groups that we
observe today, trace back (at least in part) to the racism
bredby theNazi camps.That said, preliminary evidence
also suggests that intense efforts to remindpeople about
the atrocities conducted in these camps might offer
a way to break their detrimental long-term effects on
out-group intolerance.

Our findings make several important contributions.
First, priorworkhasprimarily focusedoncontemporary
factors to understand why some people adhere to ex-
clusionary attitudes.Our study complements that lineof
work by introducing a historical explanation for pres-
ent-day prejudice. As the political developments in the
United States and Europe have brought intolerance
towardmarginalized groups back into the limelight, it is
important tounderstandbothcontemporary factorsand
historical legacies that make exclusionary political
appeals attractive.

Second, we contribute to the literature on the his-
torical legacies of coercive institutions. Although the
causes of the Holocaust have attracted ample scholarly
attention, its long-term sociopolitical consequences are
less understood. We show that, when it comes to po-
litical attitudes, these consequences are real and mea-
surable even today. The prejudice that this racist and
inhumane institution instilled in the local population is
hard to erase evenafter the institution itself is long gone.
We further extend the literature on legacies in three
important ways. First, in contrast to long-term effects of
institutions explored in prior work, Nazi concentration
camps most likely offered a conservative test of the
persistence of political beliefs for multiple reasons.
These camps were relatively short-lived and not
replaced by other institutions to promote racism once
they were dismantled. Furthermore, there have been
intense efforts in post-war Germany to eradicate the
effects of the Nazi regime, instilling in the population
a deep regret for the Holocaust committed in these
camps. These efforts are explicitly designed to coun-
teract the legacy effect outlined here. That we were still
able to uncover the long-term effects of this institution
attests to the strength and generalizability of the legacy
effects. Second, we also add to the existing literature by

providing tentative support for the causal mechanism
that links institutions to attitude change and persistence
via cognitive dissonance and intergenerational trans-
mission of beliefs. Testing these mechanisms more di-
rectly remains a challenging task for future research.
One strategy in this regard might involve identifying
similar contemporary situations (e.g., establishment of
migrant detention centers or refugee/concentration
camps in war zones), and collecting the microdata
necessary to test the cognitive dissonance mechanism.
Finally, prior work on historical legacies has focused
primarily on firmly establishing the legacy effects. We
take a step further and provide preliminary evidence on
how to break the detrimental legacy effects, which is the
inevitable next question for the legacy literature, and
our results offer a way forward in this regard.

Our findings also contribute to better understanding
theprocessof indoctrination into the totalitarian regime
ideology. They show that even in totalitarian regimes,
such indoctrination does not necessarily occur homo-
geneously (cf. Voigtländer and Voth 2015). Rather,
those exposed to a more intense behavioral manifes-
tation of that ideology will become more strongly in-
doctrinated, possibly because of the escalated cognitive
dissonance that they experience.This implication opens
an interesting avenue for future research about the
differential indoctrination potential of totalitarian
institutions.

Finally, this study may also inform postwar recon-
ciliation policies. In the aftermath of conflicts, nations
and international organizations often undertake sub-
stantive efforts to strengthen civil society and promote
social cohesion. However, if the values of an oppressive
regime tend to disseminate more in areas close to its
coercive institutions, as shown here, reconciliation
policies can benefit from a geographically targeted
approach.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

To view supplementary material for this article, please
visit https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055419000832.

Replication materials can be found on Dataverse at:
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/J0GBTX.
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