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ABSTRACT
Do nativists differ from other citizens in their attitudes towards democracy? 
In this article it is demonstrated that nativism goes hand in hand with pref-
erences for a type of democracy where the interests of the natives should 
prevail, even at the cost of diminished minority rights, checks and balances, 
and other constraints on executive power. Liberal representative democracy 
is not for nativists. It is also shown that nativists seem to believe that the 
end justifies the means when it comes to different forms of decision making, 
and that this opportunistic trait usually translates into support for more direct 
democracy and scepticism towards representative democracy, because nativists 
tend to believe that they are in the majority (even if they are not). This article 
concludes that this tendency may in fact be a blessing of sorts, as it keeps 
nativists from supporting alternatives to democracy.

KEYWORDS  Nativism; populism; democracy; direct democracy; liberal democracy

In recent decades, parties and politicians mobilising on a nativist agenda 
have repeatedly scored electoral successes and have, in several cases, also 
gained access to government in several countries, predominantly in 
Europe (Harteveld et al. 2021). A growing literature has tried to establish 
if these electoral triumphs threaten liberal representative democracy, 
focussing especially on the populist ideology that often accompanies 
nativism (e.g. Abts and Rummens 2007; Galston 2018; Kaltwasser 2012; 
Mudde 2007; Müller 2016). In this article we shift the focus from pop-
ulism to nativism, and from parties and politicians to citizens, and ask 
whether nativists differ from other citizens in their attitudes to democracy 
(cf. Bartels 2020).1 More specifically, we do this by examining the tension 
between nativism and liberal democracy along two dimensions. First, we 
examine the ideational tension between nativism and majority-constraining 
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institutions of liberal democracy (e.g. protection of minority rights and 
judicial control). Secondly, we investigate the relationship between nativ-
ism and democracy in a more electoral sense by examining nativists’ 
support for alternatives to representative democracy (e.g. support for 
direct democracy and strong leaders).

Having its origins in analyses of anti-immigrant sentiments in North 
America, the concept of ‘nativism’ has frequently been used to understand 
the success of populist radical right parties and leaders (Betz 2019; Guia 
2016; Mudde 2007). Within this research, nativism has been conceptu-
alised as an ‘ideology which holds that states should be inhabited exclu-
sively by members of the native group (‘the nation’) and that non-native 
elements (persons and ideas) are fundamentally threating the homogenous 
nation state’ (Mudde 2010: 1173).

We contend that this ideal of a homogenous nation state embodied 
in the ‘interest of the native people’ is at odds with the fundamentals of 
liberal representative democracy, in which the protection of minority 
rights, civil liberties and checks and balances on the executive are defining 
elements (Galston 2018). This is primarily because nativists deny funda-
mental value conflicts within the native people. Morally relevant minori-
ties do simply not exist.

We also argue, and empirically demonstrate, that nativists are more 
likely than others to believe themselves to be in the majority among 
those who matters politically. The reason is that they do not see 
members of ethnic minorities and foreigners as part of the people and 
often see natives with ‘foreign’ ideas as traitors – and hence not worthy 
of a voice (Guia 2016). This tendency to conflate their own opinions 
with that of the people (because those who do not agree are seen as 
traitors) might also lead them to support alternatives to representative 
liberal democracy if the representatives do not deliver the desired 
nativist policies. Thus, a nativist worldview should imply a sceptical 
view of the foundations of liberal representative democracy, and a 
more positive outlook on ‘unconstrained’ forms of government that 
emphasise majority rule and either more decision-making directly by 
the people (if it understands what its interests are) or more power for 
a strong leader who implements policies that are in the interest of the 
people (if elites and parts of the people do not realise what is in the 
people’s interest). For nativists democracy is just one of several strat-
egies to implement policies that favour the native people. Hence the 
paradox that nativist voters are both more supportive of direct democ-
racy and strong leaders.

Surprisingly little empirical research has been devoted to the relation-
ship between nativism and attitudes to democracy (though see Bartels 
2020 for an exception). In a first attempt to fill this gap in the research, 
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we investigate nativists’ conceptions of democracy using a wide variety 
of datasets and indicators. The empirical analysis is divided into four 
separate, but interrelated, studies. In the first study we use the sixth 
round of the European Social Survey (ESS) to investigate nativists’ under-
standing of liberal democracy by assessing perceptions of how important 
constraints on majority rule and protection of minority rights are for 
democracy in general. The second study uses data from the fifth module 
of the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) to examine nativists’ 
support for ‘unconstrained’ forms of political decision-making. The third 
study uses the 2017 European Values Study (EVS) to study whether 
nativists support strong leaders. The fourth study explores data from the 
Norwegian Citizen Panel (NCP) to study if nativists are more likely to 
believe themselves to be in the majority (regarding views on immigration 
policy), and whether this belief matters for their principled support for 
direct democracy.

Nativism and notions of democracy

The tension between populism and liberal representative democracy has 
been thoroughly examined and debated both within and outside academia 
(e.g. Canovan 1999; Kriesi 2014; Moffitt 2020; Müller 2016; Taggart 2000). 
However, much less attention has been devoted to the relationship 
between nativism and liberal representative democracy. In the following, 
we discuss what nativism’s horizontal and exclusionary definition of the 
people should imply for a nativist vision of democracy.

While the nativist utopia is a monocultural state, most contemporary 
parties with a nativist agenda – who represent the most elaborate versions 
of contemporary nativist ideology – are rather striving for a more attainable 
‘ethnocracy’ (Golder 2016: 480). In such a polity, ethnic minorities may 
be accommodated within the state, but there can be only one official 
national culture (Mudde 2007: 144). And immigrants should assimilate to 
that culture. So, although there is a strong desire to reduce immigration 
among parties based on the nativist ideology, today only a few ‘advocate 
a totally closed conception of the nation either ethnically or in terms of 
new immigration’ (Eatwell and Goodwin 2018: 76). Rather, contemporary 
nativist parties’ policy platforms emphasise stricter immigration and asylum 
policies, protection of the native population’s economic interests, welfare 
chauvinism, and a rejection of multi-culturalism (Betz 2019).

The struggle for a homogenous dominant national culture free from 
interference from outsiders has not always been seen to stand in conflict 
with liberal representative democracy. As noted by Ghia Nodia (1992: 9), 
struggles for national self-determination and demands for democracy have 
often gone together historically:
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[I]n emergent democracies, movements for democracy and movements for 
independence are often one and the same. Both are acting in the name 
of ‘self-determination’: ‘We the People’ (i.e. the nation) will decide our 
own fate; we will observe only those rules that we ourselves set up; and 
we will allow nobody – whether absolute monarch, usurper, or foreign 
power – to rule without consent.

We do not deny that nationalist feelings may motivate people to 
demand democracy (self-determination), and thus further democratisation 
efforts, especially, in a situation where the nation lives in a state ruled 
by a ‘foreign’ power. Such feelings were definitely important for motivating 
nationalistic demands for democracy in the Habsburg, Ottoman and 
Russian empires in the 19th century and they played a central role in 
the revolutions against communist rule in Central and Eastern Europe. 
Neither do we deny that it may be easier to build stable democracies 
when ‘the people’ share a national identity and is not split between 
different nations (Horowitz 1993), even though the empirical evidence 
for this is scant (Teorell 2010: 39–53). However, we do contend that 
there is an intrinsic conflict between a nationalist worldview – in its 
ethno-nationalist, or nativist, version – and liberal representative democ-
racy at the ideational level, which may undermine support for liberal 
representative democracy, especially after it has been established.

Nativism builds on the assumption that there is one native people, 
whose interests should be prioritised over those of foreigners and minori-
ties. Every strand of nativism thus has a conception of who belongs and 
who does not belong to the people (Betz 2019). Although nativists can 
admit that natives may have different preferences in a trivial sense, they 
usually describe the people as a homogenous entity, with a shared culture, 
values, and interests, which distinguishes it from others (foreigners and 
ethnic minorities). This is especially true today when nativism is increas-
ingly defined in civic terms, and foreigners are described as threatening 
core values of the native identity (Guia 2016). It is from this homogenous 
entity – the native people, its culture, its values, and its interest – that 
legitimate political and moral authority stems. Fundamental value conflicts 
and conflicts of interests within the native people are denied. Trivial 
differences in preferences may be allowed, but they must not get out of 
hand and threaten the unity of the people. Foreigners can, for example, 
only be tolerated if they assimilate fully to the majority culture and 
become part of the native people. And natives who threaten the interests 
and unity of the native people by adopting ‘foreign ideas’ are often seen 
as ‘traitors’ (Guia 2016).

The degree of ‘trivial’ differences that are allowed among natives do 
of course vary with how extreme the nativist ideology is. But it is obvious 
that the very idea of a homogenous nation with common interests reduces 
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the acceptable level of preference heterogeneity within the nation. This 
is especially true for issues that are important for nativists, such as 
immigration and the protection of the native people’s interests.

Nativism in relation to populism

The fact that nativism constitutes a radical form of nationalism (Mudde 
2007) is relevant for distinguishing populism from nativism. The most 
important difference between populism and nativism relates to the ques-
tion of representation, or rather the question of ‘who’ is represented. 
While populism offers a Manichaean moral worldview that claims to 
represent ‘the people’ (in general) against the interests of ‘the elite’ 
(Mudde 2007; Müller 2016), nativism seeks to represent the interests of 
the nation and ‘the natives’ against the interests of those who are not 
rightful members of the nation, i.e. immigrants, members of ethnic 
minorities, and other out-groups. Indeed, some researchers go as far as 
arguing that ‘natives’ who do not share the perceived ‘native values’ may 
themselves be perceived as foreign by nativists: ‘[S]ome ‘natives’ are 
actually considered foreign, culturally alien. In nativist discourses, for-
eignness is not only imputed to foreigners’ (Kesic and Duyvendak 2019).

Thus, the central concern of populism is the vertical and down-up 
relationship between the ‘pure’ people and the ‘corrupt’ elite. Nativism, 
on the other hand, is primarily occupied with the antagonism between 
natives and non-natives. It thus comprises a ‘horizontal, in-out direction-
ality whereby the distinction between those who belong to ‘the nation’ 
and those who do not is based on membership or identity constructed 
around a shared sense of territory, time and space’ (Moffitt 2020: 35; see 
also Betz 2019: 132; Rooduijn et al. 2021: 2). This distinguishing identity 
can be ethnic. But nativism can also be of the civic kind, as when nativist 
politicians stress that (especially Muslim) immigrants constitute a threat 
to the nation’s secular culture, for example tolerance of homosexuals and 
support for gender equality (Berntzen 2020; Guia 2016). There is no 
necessary conflict between the people and the elite according to nativism; 
whether there is a conflict depends on the elite’s nativist inclinations.

In terms of actual politics, the formula of combining nativism and 
populism has shown to be the most successful in Europe. Perhaps because 
nativism provides an answer to the question of who ‘the people’ are – a 
question that populism does not answer on its own (Ivarsflaten et al. 
2020). However, we contend that it is important to distinguish nativism 
and populism. Populist parties are not always nativist, and nativist parties 
and movements are not always populist. Political parties that mix pop-
ulism with other ideologies have gained strong electoral support in recent 
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years. In Spain and Greece, Podemos and Syriza have successfully com-
bined radical left-wing ideology with anti-elitism and a more inclusionary 
type of populism (Font et al. 2021). There are also non-populist nativist 
parties that are more authoritarian than populist in character. Such parties 
were common in the past. The NSDAP is a – admittedly radical – case 
in point. But similar extreme right parties are still around, as illustrated 
by Greece’s Golden Dawn and Hungary’s Jobbik, even though they are 
less successful than their more populist counterparts. Indeed, it has been 
argued that nativism is the only ideological feature that radical right 
parties have in common (Ivarsflaten 2008).

There are also examples of less extreme non-populist parties with a 
nativist agenda that support representative democracy, even if they are 
critical of the liberal features of democracy. A case in point are the 
Danish mainstream parties Venstre (Denmark’s Liberal Party) and 
Socialdemokratiet (the Social Democrats), which in recent years have 
adopted what some observers call a ‘far-right’ policy on immigration 
(Poulsen 2021). Although both parties stand strongly committed to 
Danish representative democracy, they advocate assimilatory policies that 
can be described as illiberal. For example, both parties have suggested 
that new citizens should be forced to shake hands with the opposite sex 
to exclude conservative Muslims, who find such customs offensive, from 
Danish citizenship.

Nativism and democracy

But how does it come that nativism couples itself with such different 
outlooks on the political system? Populism with its critique against elites 
and demands for influence by the people does not at first sight go 
together with demands for strong authoritarian leaders and parties that 
do not have to bother with the people’s representatives. We argue that 
the reason for this ambiguity is that nativism is opportunistic when it 
comes to many of the fundaments of the political system. This argument 
echoes Rooduijn et al. (2021), who suggest that radical-right parties (no 
doubt the most eloquent proponents of nativism) may be using populism 
as an ‘innocuous stand-in for their core nativist messages’ for strategic 
rather than ideological reasons. What really matters is whether or not 
the system protects the native people’s culture, values, and interests. If 
elites are seen as traitors to a nativist minded people, because they 
implement liberal immigration laws, nativism goes well together with 
populism. If instead large parts of the native people act like traitors to 
the native culture, values and interest and want liberal immigration laws, 
a strong leader – or other authoritarian alternatives – may very well be 
preferable to populism. In short, we expect people with nativist attitudes 
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to harbour a vision of politics as an instrument which first and foremost 
should pursue the interests of the native people.

In part this may reflect a general inclination among humans to favour 
decision making processes that produce favourable outcomes. Experimental 
research has shown that perceptions of procedural fairness are endogenous 
to outcome favorability, i.e. people who receive an unfavourable outcome 
tend to perceive an objective process as less fair than those who receive 
a favourable outcome (Doherty and Wolak 2012; Esaiasson et al. 2019; 
Skitka 2002). People do, for example, tend to be more supportive of 
direct democratic initiatives, such as referendums, if they believe that 
their own preferences align with the preferences of the majority (Werner 
2020; Landwehr and Harms 2020). However, this tendency may have 
particularly strong implications for nativists’ support for direct democratic 
forms of decision making, because they exclude foreigners, minorities 
and ‘traitors’ from the morally relevant nation. We argue that this exclu-
sionary trait makes nativists more prone to believe they are in the major-
ity among the (morally relevant) people, and therefore more likely to 
support direct democracy when the liberal representative system does 
not deliver the policies they want.

However, if the native people consistently vote against nativists policies, 
nativists may instead turn to more authoritarian political alternatives. 
Therefore, we argue that support for liberal representative democracy 
will in general will be lower among nativists, even though support for 
specific alternative forms of decision-making will vary with the nativists’ 
worldview (i.e. on whether they believe that elites, leaders, and the people 
strive for the native people’s interests or not).

We also argue that the strong focus on the native people’s interests 
in almost all circumstances is likely to lead to scepticism towards some 
of the main institutions of liberal representative democracy. On the most 
general level, we expect that people with strong nativist attitudes will 
reject pluralism, protection of minority rights, civil liberties and checks 
and balances on the executive, as such institutions are anathema to the 
idea of value and interest homogeneity. From these two overarching 
hypotheses we derive seven specific and testable sub-hypotheses 
detailed below.

Hypotheses

Connecting our theoretical argument about a positive relationship between 
nativism and unconstrained forms of decision making to perceptions of 
democracy, it follows that nativists should be reluctant to grant minorities 
or counter-majoritarian institutions the right to override the interests of 
the (native) majority, which is a fundamental element of liberal 
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democracy. Indeed, nativists may even perceive such institutions to be 
harmful to democracy, as the very idea of morally relevant minorities 
within the native people is strange for nativists. Hence,

H1. Nativists are less likely than non-nativists to perceive institutions that 
constrain majority rule and protect the right of minorities as important 
for democracy in general.

This mindset should also reflect itself in their support for ‘uncon-
strained’ forms of decision-making. Nativists’ reluctance towards minority 
rights and judicial control should logically be translated into a preference 
for decision-making based on the will of the majority, as the morally 
relevant ‘people’ is the natives. Hence,

H2. Nativists are more likely than non-nativists to support unrestricted 
majority rule without provisions for minority rights.

In a time of globalisation and increasing migration, re-delegating polit-
ical power from political representatives to the people could arguably also 
come across as very attractive to people with nativist attitudes. For a 
nativist who perceives immigration to be a threat and who believes that 
the native people (i.e. the majority) share his/her views, representative 
liberal democracy is likely to be perceived as a sub-optimal, or even an 
unfair, political system if the elected representatives implement liberal 
immigration policies. With a few exceptions, nativists have also been on 
the losing side of politics in most western countries in the last decades, 
as immigration has continued, and immigrant population have continued 
to grow. Although they sometimes have had temporary success in stemming 
this development, populations in all western countries have become more 
heterogenous since the Second World War.2 Earlier research has generated 
ample empirical evidence of a negative relationship between anti-immigration 
attitudes and political and institutional trust: People perceiving immigration 
as a threat demonstrate significantly lower levels of trust in core democratic 
political institutions and politicians (McLaren 2012; 2015). The strong 
association between nativist attitudes and political discontent has been 
interpreted as evidence that nativists feel betrayed by political elites, espe-
cially in countries with a longstanding history of immigration (McLaren 
2012, 2015). And research shows that, in practice, direct democracy leads 
to more nativist policy outcomes that hurt immigrant minorities – at least 
in Switzerland (Hainmueller and Hangartner 2019). Hence,

H3. Nativists are more likely than non-nativist to support decision-making 
directly by the people instead of politicians.

Delegating power to the people is, however, only one way of circum-
venting representatives who do no act in the interest of the people. A 
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strong leader who disregards political elites and institutions intended to 
counter-balance executive power may also be seen as an attractive alter-
native for discontented nativists. At least when the leader is seen as 
acting in the interest of the nation, as Trump pretended to do in the 
US (cf. Bartels 2020), and/or in situations when the people vote wrongly 
(i.e. on non-nativist politicians). Hence,

H4. Nativists are more likely than non-nativists to support a strong leader 
even if s/he sidesteps fundamental principles of liberal democracy.

Of course, the last two hypotheses are contingent on the assumptions 
that nativists believe themselves to be in the majority (on immigration 
policy) and that elites do not listen to the will of the majority. We put 
the first of these assumptions to the test:

H5. Nativists are more prone than non-nativists to believe themselves to 
be in the majority (on immigration policy).

The hypotheses also build on the assumption that nativists’ support 
for direct democracy is opportunistic and contingent on their belief that 
they are in the majority (on immigration policy) and that political elites 
are of a different opinion. Hence,

H6. Nativists are more supportive of direct democratic decision-making if 
they believe themselves to be in majority.

H7. Nativists are less supportive of direct democratic decision-making if 
they believe politicians to have the same opinions (on immigration policy) 
as themselves.

(The lack of) earlier research on nativism and democracy

Empirical research on the relationship between nativism and perceptions 
of democracy is scarce but the results from a few contributions indeed 
suggest that nativist attitudes have important consequences for attitudes 
to democracy. In an early study, Watts and Feldman (2001) demonstrate 
that nativist attitudes tend to be strongly related to a ‘defensive’ model 
of democracy, which they describe as ‘illiberal and exclusionary – that 
is, democratic in form but illiberal in spirit’ (2001: 658). However, the 
fact that the study’s sample consists of Japanese students implies a great 
deal of uncertainty regarding external validity and generalisability of the 
findings, in particular to European democracies. In a more recent study 
of populist attitudes and conceptions of democratic decision-making in 
Austria and Germany, Heinisch and Wegscheider (2020) find nativist 
attitudes to be positively associated with a preference for majoritarian 
democracy (in both countries).3 In Germany, people with nativist views 
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are also more likely to reject ‘trusteeship democracy’ (i.e. representative 
democracy), but not in Austria.

Drawing on recent survey data from the US, Larry Bartels (2020) 
demonstrates that ethnic antagonism (hostility towards immigrants and 
ethnic minorities) is a strong predictor of antidemocratic sentiments 
among Republicans, including support for strong leaders and the use of 
force to save the traditional way of life. However, Bartels is reluctant to 
say that ethnic antagonism always erodes public commitment to democ-
racy, as the US situation is rather unique as ‘one of the most political 
salient features of the contemporary United States is the looming demo-
graphic transition from a majority-White to a “majority-minority” coun-
try’ (Bartels 2020). Bartels may be right, but we suspect the negative 
relationship between nativism and commitment to democracy he finds 
in the US to be a more widespread phenomenon. Especially given that 
much of the world – in particular Western Europe – has experienced 
large scale immigration and demographic change in recent years. We 
therefore go on and test whether the proposed theoretical tensions 
between nativism and liberal representative democracy exists also in 
other countries, using high quality comparative data from a wide variety 
of democracies.

Empirical analysis

The empirical analysis consists of four separate but interrelated studies, 
based on four different survey data sources. In the first three studies 
– testing the first four hypotheses – the empirical strategy is to regress 
perceptions of democracy on nativism. We start all analyses with a 
bivariate OLS model with an index of nativism as the independent vari-
able. The construction of the indices is described in the Online 
Appendices. In a second step, we introduce a battery of potential con-
founders. In the main models we aim to separate the effects of nativism 
from populism and authoritarianism. All models include country dum-
mies. In the fourth study (H5-7) we examine beliefs about public and 
elite opinion and the interaction between those beliefs and nativism. The 
main models are presented graphically in the main text. The full regres-
sion models can be found in Online Appendix A.

Study 1: Nativism and the perceived importance of majority 
constraints for democracy

In our first study, we investigate nativists’ notions of democracy using the 
European Social Survey (ESS). We use two items from the 6th round of 
the ESS to measure how important respondents believe executive constraints 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.2007459
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are for democracy in general. Specifically, the questions ask how important 
(on a scale from 0 to 10) it is that: ‘The rights of minority groups are 
protected’, and that ‘The courts are able to stop the government acting 
beyond its authority’. It should be noted that these items tap public per-
ceptions of how important these elements are for democracy in general 
rather than respondents’ own opinions about them. However, as argued 
above we believe that nativists do not think that constraints on the major-
ity’s will are part of democracy, but rather impediments to it (H1).

In order to measure nativist attitudes, we draw on earlier studies of 
nativism (Ivarsflaten 2008; Rydgren 2008; Zhao 2019) and construct an 
index of nativism from three items that tap attitudes towards immigrants, 
as the perceived threat from immigrants is at the heart of contemporary 
definitions of nativism (e.g. Betz 2019; Guia 2016; Kesic and Duyvendak 
2019). The index varies from 0 to 10 (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85). Higher 
scores denote stronger anti-immigration sentiments. The construction of 
the index is presented in Online Appendix B1.

In order to examine our hypotheses, we regress perceptions of the 
importance of minority rights and judicial control on nativism. To sep-
arate the effect of nativism from populism and authoritarianism we 
include measures for populist radical right vote4 and authoritarian values.5 
To make sure that the found associations are not confounded by other 
factors we also include several variables that have been shown in previous 
research to be associated with perceptions of democracy: Satisfaction 
with democracy, political interest, education, age, gender, and employ-
ment status.

Results

Do nativists have different opinions about how important constraints on 
the majority’s will are for democracy? Figure 1 displays a strong associ-
ation between nativism and perceptions of the importance of minority 
rights. Extreme nativists (scoring 10 on the nativism index) are about 
1.5 units less likely than extreme non-nativists to perceive the protection 
of minority rights to be important for democracy on the 0 to 10 scale 
of the dependent variable.

The effect on the perceived importance of courts being able to stop 
the government acting beyond its authority is substantially weaker but 
still significant. Perhaps the weaker effect can be explained by the fact 
that the question asks about courts stopping the government ‘acting 
beyond its authority’.6 If we had only asked about courts being able to 
stop the government, the association may have been stronger.

In this first study we can – in line with our theoretical expectations 
– conclude that nativists are less likely than non-nativist to perceive 
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constraints on the majority’s will to be important for democracy in 
general. Thus, the analysis provides strong support for H1.

Study 2: Nativism and support for unconstrained forms 
of democratic decision-making

In this study, we use data from module 5 of the Comparative Study of 
Electoral Systems (CSES) to test hypotheses 2 and 3, stipulating that 
nativism is positively related to support for unconstrained forms of 
decision-making. To test H2, we use an item tapping support for explicitly 
majoritarian decision-making. It asks the respondents to agree or disagree 
with the statement ‘The will of the majority should always prevail, even 
over the rights of minorities’. Arguably, this item taps support for a type 
of democracy where policymaking is based purely on the unconstrained 
will of the majority, and where there are no counter-majoritarian, or 
‘minoritarian’ (Claassen 2020), institutions in place to protect the rights 
and interests of minorities.

In order to test H3, we use an item measuring support for a more 
direct type of democratic decision-making and that asks respondents to 

Figure 1. N ativism and perceived importance of executive constraints and minority 
rights, ESS (OLS with country clustered standard errors). Comment: Regression coef-
ficients with 95% confidence intervals. 24 countries are included in the analysis. 
Country dummies are included but not shown. The graph is based on models 3 and 
6 in Table A2. Descriptive statistics can be found in Table A3.
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agree or disagree to the proposition that ‘The people, not politicians, 
should make our most important policy decisions’. This item has earlier 
been included as a component in indices measuring more general populist 
attitudes, with the purpose of tapping the populist conception that politics 
should be the fulfilment of the ‘will of the people’ (e.g. Akkerman et al. 
2017; Geurkink et al. 2020). Nevertheless, we argue that this is a valid 
measure of public support for the main principle of direct democracy, 
where the will of the people prevails through re-delegation of power from 
political representatives to the people (it also correlates strongly with more 
explicit questions about direct democratic institutions, see Study 4 below). 
Both dependent variables are scaled from 1 (‘strongly agree’) to 5 (‘strongly 
disagree’). To measure nativist attitudes, we construct an index similar to 
the one used in study 1, ranging from 1 (low nativism) to 5 (high nativ-
ism) (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.80) (see Online Appendix B2).

In order to examine our hypotheses, we regress support for majority 
rule and rule by the people on nativism. When available, we use the 
same control variables as before. Unfortunately, the CSES does not include 
any indicators of authoritarianism. However, to separate the effects of 
nativism and populism, we control for populist radical right vote and 
introduce an index measuring anti-elite attitudes.7 Descriptive data for 
the variables are presented in Table A5 in the Online Appendices.

Results

Figure 2 presents the results from two regressions on the pooled sample 
of countries from the CSES. The full models can be found in Table A6. 
A simple inspection reveals that nativist attitudes constitute an important 
predictor of support for both majority rule and direct democracy. Rule 
by the majority without taking interests of minorities into account stands 
out as particularly attractive to nativists.

The coefficient of 0.41 implies that the difference in support for 
majority rule between the lowest level and highest level of nativism is 
more than one and a half point on the five-point scale of the dependent 
variable. All in all, the data provide solid support for hypotheses 2 and 3.

Study 3: Nativism and support for strong leaders

In order to test H4 – i.e. that nativists are more likely than non-nativists 
to support a strong leader even if s/he sidesteps fundamental principles 
of liberal representative democracy – we investigate how nativism cor-
relates with an item from the European Values Study (EVS) tapping 
respondents’ preferences for having a strong leader that does not have 
to bother with parliament and elections. The variable is scaled from 1 
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(‘very bad’) to 4 (‘very good’). We measure nativist attitudes with an 
index like the ones used in the previous studies (see Online Appendix 
C2). The variable ranges from 1 to 10 (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.78) We use 
the same control variables as in Study 1.8 The index measuring author-
itarian attitudes does, however, differ in its construction.9

Results

Figure 3 displays the results of a model where support for a strong leader 
who does not have to bother with parliament and elections is regressed 
on nativism and our control variables. The results support our expectation 
that nativists are more likely than non-nativists to view this explicitly 
non-democratic form of government as an attractive option. There is, 
thus, solid support for H4.

Study 4: Nativism, majority beliefs and support for direct 
democracy

In our last study we test hypotheses 5-7. First, we investigate whether 
nativists are more prone than non-nativist to believe themselves to be 

Figure 2. N ativism and support for unconstrained forms of democracy, CSES (OLS with 
country clustered standard errors). Comment: Regression coefficients with 95% confi-
dence intervals. Country dummies are included but not shown. The full models are 
presented in Table A6 (models 3 and 6). Descriptive statistics can be found in Table A5.
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in the majority on immigration policy (H5). Second, we investigate 
whether nativists’ support for direct democracy is based on a principled 
understanding of democracy, or whether they rather are ‘democratic 
opportunists’ that support direct democracy only when they believe 
themselves to be in the majority (H6) and their political representatives 
to be of a different opinion (H7). If nativists are principled adherents 
of direct democracy, they should be more supportive than non-nativists 
regardless of their beliefs about people’s and politicians’ opinions. However, 
if they are mainly opportunists, we should expect their support to vary 
with their beliefs about the people’s and politicians’ attitudes to restrict 
immigration.

In order to test these hypotheses, we collected data on nativist attitudes 
and beliefs about people’s and politicians’ support for restrictive immi-
gration policies, which is arguably nativists’ most important political 
issue, using the probability-based online national survey the Norwegian 
Citizen Panel (NCP), administered by the Digital Social Science Core 
Facility (DIGSSCORE) at the University of Bergen. The survey was fielded 
in October and November 2019 (N = 2,473).10 We measure nativism by 
the same index as in Study 2.11 To tap respondents’ beliefs about opinions 

Figure 3. N ativism and support for a strong leader who does not have to bother 
with parliament and elections, EVS (OLS with country clustered standard errors). 
Comment: Regression coefficients with 95% confidence intervals. Country dummies 
are included but not shown. The full model is presented in Table A8. Descriptive 
statistics are presented in Table A9.
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we ask them to what extent they believe that a) politicians, and b) the 
Norwegian people think it is a good proposal to accept fewer refugees 
into the country.12

In order to measure attitudes towards direct democracy we use two 
variables. The first is the same as the CSES item in Study 2 (‘The people, 
not politicians, should make our most important policy decisions’). We 
complement this item with a question that asks whether ‘It should be 
possible for ordinary people to take the initiative regarding national 
referendums’, to be certain that the respondents understand that we are 
asking about direct democracy per se, and not about the general dem-
ocratic principle of decision-making by a majority of the people. Both 
items have a response scale ranging from 1 (‘completely disagree’) to 5 
(‘completely agree’). The Pearson’s correlation coefficient for the two 
dependent variables is 0.62, which indicates that they capture a common 
underlying attitude to direct democracy. Descriptive statistics of all vari-
ables are presented in Table A12 in the Online Appendices.

Results

Before we put hypotheses 5-7 to test, it should be noted that we find 
the same positive association between nativism and support for direct 
democracy in the NCP data as in the analysis based on the CSES (see 
Table A10). As we argue in the theoretical section, the positive association 
between nativism and direct democracy can potentially be explained by 
the fact that nativists believe themselves to be in the majority. As demon-
strated in Table 1, a whopping 80 percent of nativists believe a majority 
of the people to be on their side on immigration policy, whereas only 
about half of non-nativists hold a similar belief.

These figures should be compared with the fact that only 34 percent 
of the respondents (who constitute a representative sample of the 
Norwegian population) think it is a good proposal to reduce the number 
of refugees, whereas 37 percent think it is a bad proposal (with the 
remaining not having a strong opinion). Nativists thus overestimate the 
extent to which their opinions are shared by (a majority of) the people, 
and they do so to a larger extent than non-nativists. H5 is thus confirmed.

To investigate if nativists’ support for direct democracy is contingent 
on beliefs about the opinion among the people and politicians (i.e. 
whether H6 and H7 are true), we run models with interactions between 
nativism and respondents’ beliefs about the immigration opinion among 
a) politicians, and b) the people (with controls for a number of possible 
confounders). The interactions between nativism and beliefs about the 
Norwegian people’s support for more restrictive immigration policies are 
displayed separately for the two dependent variables in Figure 4.
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The results show that strong nativists (those who score 5 on the 
nativist index, which ranges from 1 to 5) and strong non-nativists (those 
who score 1 on the same index) express similar preferences for direct 
democracy when they believe that a minority of the people support 
restrictive immigration policies (although less than 20 percent of nativists 
do so). However, nativists are much more likely to express a preference 
for direct democracy among those respondents who believe that 50 
percent or more of the population want more restrictive immigration 
policies. The gap between nativists and non-nativists is substantial and 
can be ascribed to the fact that nativists become more, and non-nativists 
less, positive to direct democracy as they believe that a larger share of 
the people favour reducing immigration. H6 is, thus, confirmed.

We find an even stronger interaction between nativism and respon-
dents’ beliefs about politicians’ support for restrictive immigration policies. 
This interaction is illustrated separately for the two dependent variables 
in Figure 5. The figure shows that nativists are only more supportive of 
direct democracy than are non-nativists if they believe that less than 50 
percent of politicians want to reduce immigration. H7 is thus confirmed. 
This is both because nativists become less, and non-nativists more, pos-
itive to direct democracy the more positive they believe politicians are 
to reduce the influx of refugees. When nativists start to believe that a 
majority of politicians is in favour of reducing immigration, they become 
less positive than non-nativist to direct democracy.

To sum up, the analyses presented here indicate that both nativists 
and non-nativists are opportunistic in their support for direct democracy. 
The more they believe the people, and the less they believe politicians, 
to be on their side on immigration policy, the more they prefer direct 
democratic decision-making. These results correspond neatly to recent 
research demonstrating that people in general take their outcome expec-
tations and the perception of being in the majority into account when 
expressing support for direct democracy (Landwehr and Harms 2020; 
Werner 2020).

Table 1.  Beliefs about the majority position on immigration policy.
(a) 

Percent believing nativists are 
in the majority among the 

people (50%+)

(b) 
Percent believing nativists are 

in the majority among the 
politicians (50%+)

Nativists 83% 49%
Non-nativists 44% 44%

Comment: Nativists are defined as respondents who score 4 or higher on the nativism index. 
Non-nativists are defined as respondents who score 2 or lower on the nativism index (ranging from 
1 to 5). Questions about majority perceptions: (a) ‘In your opinion, what percentage of politicians 
believe that it is a good proposal for Norway to accept fewer refugees?’ (b) ‘In your opinion, what 
percentage of the Norwegian people believe that it is a good proposal for Norway to accept fewer 
refugees?’
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That being said, there is little variation in nativists’ beliefs about the 
people’s opinion on immigration. The overwhelming majority of nativists 
believe that a majority of the people are on their side on immigration, 
whereas in fact only a minority are. Non-nativists have much more 
realistic beliefs about the public opinion. Thus, it is not strange that 
nativists come out as stronger supporters on direct democracy and major-
ity rule in general.

Concluding remarks

During the last decades, nativism has manifested itself as a central polit-
ical phenomenon in an increasing number of western democracies. The 
surge of nativism in politics will probably have both short- and long-term 
consequences for how people perceive democracy, both as an actual 
system of government and as a normatively loaded concept. In this study, 
we advance the argument that nativism as a political idea entails an 
understanding of and preference for democracy that differs from the 
currently dominating liberal representative democratic model.

We contend that a nativist worldview – emphasising the homogenous 
native people and its interests and values as the moral foundation of 
society – always implies a sceptical view of minority rights and constraints 
on the executive. We also argue that for nativists democracy is just one 

Figure 4. A ssessed percentage of the people in favour of reducing immigration and 
support for direct democracy among nativists and non-nativists (NCP). Comment: 
The full models are presented in Table A11 in the Appendix. 
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of several possible strategies to implement policies that favour the native 
people, and that their support for more specific forms of decision making 
is contingent on their beliefs about whether the people and the politicians 
strive for the native people’s interests. However, their tendency to see 
the morally relevant native people as a homogenous entity makes them 
more prone than non-nativist to believe that the people are of the same 
opinion as themselves on important matters (as, for example, immigration 
policy). Hence their populist support for direct democracy.

We test our argument in four studies. In the first study, we use data 
on public perceptions of democracy from the European Social Survey to 
show that nativists are less likely than others to perceive constraints on 
the majority’s will as being important for democracy in general. The 
second study, which builds on recent data from the Comparative Study 
of Electoral Systems, reveals a strong positive association between nativism 
and support for direct decision-making by the people and pure majori-
tarian rule. The third study, which is based on data from the European 
Values Study, shows that nativists are also more prone than non-nativists 
to support strong leaders that do not have to bother with parliaments 
and elections, indicating that nativists are less principled supporters of 
democracy.

In the fourth study we use the Norwegian Citizen Panel to first show 
that nativists believe themselves to be in the majority on immigration 

Figure 5. A ssessed percentage of politicians in favour of reducing immigration and 
support for direct democracy among nativists and non-nativists (NCP). Comment: The 
full models are presented in Table A11. Source: Norwegian Citizen Panel 16 (2019).
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policy, even though they in fact are in the minority. We then find sub-
stantial opportunistic support for direct democracy, both among nativists 
and non-nativists. The more nativists believe the people, and the less 
they believe politicians, to be on their side on immigration policy, the 
more they prefer decision-making by the people rather than by politicians. 
Coupled with their (incorrect) belief that they are in the majority, this 
opportunistic trait can to a large extent explain why nativists are more 
supportive of direct democracy than non-nativists are. Hence, nativists 
are not ideological, but opportunistic, adherents of direct democracy, 
and there is no necessary connection between nativism and populist 
forms of decision making (as far as support for direct democracy is part 
of populism).

All in all, our examination of the relationship between nativism and 
notions of democracy has implications for future studies on democratic 
attitudes. We have demonstrated that nativism goes hand in hand with 
preferences for a type of democracy where the interests of the natives 
should prevail, even at the cost of diminished minority rights, checks 
and balances, and other constraints on executive power. Liberal repre-
sentative democracy is not for nativists.

What is potentially more troublesome is that nativists seem to believe 
that the end justifies the means when it comes to representative democ-
racy. This opportunistic trait usually translates into support for more 
direct democracy and scepticism towards representative democracy, 
because nativists (often erroneously) believe that they are in the majority. 
As long as they do so, Klingemann and Hofferbert (1994: 36) may be 
right in noting that ‘one can be a nativist and still be a democrat.’ But 
if so, the nativist is a different kind of democrat compared to the one 
we are used to.

But what happens if the nativists come to believe/realise that a majority 
of the morally relevant people and political elites are non-nativists? In 
such circumstances they may potentially turn away from democracy 
altogether. The fact that some nativists are positive to a strong leader, 
who does not have to bother with parliaments and elections, indicates 
that some of them may have already done so (if they do not interpret 
the question as a vote of confidence for political elites in the parliament). 
In the past, nativists have also been much more prone to embrace author-
itarian leaders than they are today (as illustrated by politics in interwar 
Europe). Nativists’ tendency to believe that they are in the majority may 
thus be a blessing of sorts: Even if it undermines their support for rep-
resentative democracy, it may at least keep them from supporting political 
alternatives to democracy.

Admittedly, the findings in this article are correlational in nature. It 
remains for future studies to explore whether nativists really are as 
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opportunistic as we argue, and that beliefs about public and elite opinions 
have the causal effects on their support for different forms of decision 
making that we claim. But potentially our findings have important reper-
cussions for democratic politics as we know it, given that nativism in recent 
years has become a more important mobilising ground for political parties.

Notes

	 1.	 It should be noted that nativism is a continuous attitude – both theoret-
ically and in our empirical models – with no obvious cut-off point. When 
we refer to ‘nativists’ and ‘non-nativists’, we are using this as shorthand 
to distinguish between high and low levels of nativism.

	 2.	 In recent years immigration laws have become stricter in many countries, 
partially due to the rise of nativist parties. Even if this can be seen as 
evidence that nativists are not always on the losing side of politics, we 
still believe that (extreme) nativists do not see it that way. Immigration 
does, after all, still continue in all western countries, even if at lower 
levels than previously. And from a extreme nativist perspective that is a 
failure.

	 3.	 They measure majoritarian democracy by asking respondents to agree or 
disagree with the proposition that ‘majority decisions must apply, even if 
they curtail minority rights’.

	 4.	 We construct a dummy variable where 1 denotes that the respondent 
voted for a populist radical right party and 0 for all other parties. Coding 
of parties is presented in Table A1 in the Online Appendices.

	 5.	 The index ranges from –15 to +15. See Online Appendix C1 for details.
	 6.	 As Table A2 shows, the strong bivariate relationships between nativism 

and these elements of liberal democracy are only marginally weakened 
when introducing control variables.

	 7.	 The populist radical right vote variable is a dummy where respondents 
stating that they voted for a populist radical right party in the latest 
election is coded as 1 (and the rest as 0). Coding of parties is described 
in Table A4. Anti-elite attitudes are measured by an index from three 
propositions about political elites: ‘Politicians are the main problem in 
[country]’, ‘Most politicians do not care about the people’, and ‘Most 
politicians are trustworthy’. These items are scaled from 1 (‘strongly agree’) 
to 5 (‘strongly disagree’). Using the same procedure as for the nativism 
index, we construct an “anti-elite” index that runs from 1 to 5 (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.74).

	 8.	 Coding of populist radical right parties can be found in Table A7. 
Descriptives for all variables can be found in Table A9 in the Online 
Appendices.

	 9.	 The index builds on twelve items and is detailed in Online Appendix C2.
	10.	 See the NCP methodology report for details (Skjervheim et al. 2019).
	11.	 ‘Immigrants are generally good for Norways’s economy’, ‘Norwegian culture 

is generally harmed by immigrants’, and ‘Immigrants increase crime rates 
in Norway’.

	12.	 The exact wordings of the questions are: (a) ‘In your opinion, what per-
centage of politicians believe that it is a good proposal for Norway to 
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accept fewer refugees?’, (b) ‘In your opinion, what percentage of the 
Norwegian people believe that it is a good proposal for Norway to accept 
fewer refugees?’ (response scale: 0, 10, 20, 30, 40, 50, 60, 70, 80, 90, 100 
per cent).
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