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Not all Christian nationalists are 
White (and not all White 
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Introduction: In recent years, the literature on Christian nationalism has grown 
exponentially. Studies have found that individuals who score high on a widely 
used Christian nationalism scale are likelier to advocate for traditional gender 
roles, endorse anti-immigrant policies, support policies limiting voting rights, 
oppose gun control and interracial marriage, express anti-vaccine attitudes, 
hold anti-globalist sentiments, and vote for Donald Trump. The literature on 
Christian nationalism is not without its critics, however. Some, for example, 
have questioned whether the scale used by many studies adequately identifies 
Christian nationalists and suggested alternative methods for doing so. Much of 
the literature also implicitly or explicitly equates Christian nationalism with white 
Christian nationalism, ignoring the fact that 25 to 30 percent of respondents 
who express Christian nationalist sentiments identify as Black, Hispanic, Asian, 
or another race or ethnicity. Finally, most of it has focused on the consequences 
of Christian nationalism. Very little has explored the predictors of Christian 
nationalism. The latter is the focus of this paper.

Methods: Drawing on multivariate logistic regression, it examines potential 
factors driving Christian nationalist attitudes.

Results: It finds that age, whether someone identifies as a conservative or a 
Republican, biblical literalism, and frequent worship attendance are positively 
associated with Christian nationalism, while being affiliated with religious 
traditions other than evangelicalism (or having no affiliation at all) is negatively 
associated with it. Notably, race and ethnicity have no effect, suggesting that 
other factors may be at work.

Discussion: As such, the paper briefly considers four potential factors not readily 
captured by statistical analyses of cross-sectional data. It concludes by noting 
that if Christian nationalism is potentially undemocratic and dangerous, then 
concerned individuals need to focus as much time and energy on its predictors 
as its consequences.
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Introduction

In June 2024, Louisiana Governor Jeff Landry signed a law 
requiring that public schools place the 10 Commandments in every 
classroom. A few weeks later, Oklahoma state superintendent Ryan 
Walters ordered all public schools to teach the Bible. Both mandates 
will almost certainly be challenged in court. Regardless of the outcome, 
they reflect some of the latest attempts to fuse Christianity and 
American civic life, what is generally called Christian nationalism. In 
recent years, this toxic form of nationalism has caught the attention of 
scholars and pundits alike (e.g., see Baker et al., 2020; Perry et al., 2020; 
Whitehead and Perry, 2020; Whitehead et al., 2018a; Du Mez, 2020; 
Stewart, 2020; Gorski, 2020; Perry and Whitehead, 2015). We can trace 
much of their interest to the political climate that led to the 2016 
election of Donald Trump. However, after the January 6, 2021, raid on 
the U.S. Capitol, some of which blended Christian imagery with 
political violence, research on Christian nationalism “exploded” (Smith 
and Adler, 2022, p. 1). Everyone, it seems, wants to get in on the act 
(e.g., see Tyler, 2022; Tyler, 2024; Butler, 2022; Gorski and Perry, 2022; 
Perry and Whitehead, 2015; Stewart, 2022; Tisby, 2022; Whitehead and 
Perry, 2022; Nie, 2024; Perry et al., 2023; Jones, 2021; Jones, 2023; 
Kaylor and Underwood, 2023; Kaylor and Underwood, 2024; Corcoran 
et  al., 2021; Armaly et  al., 2022; Butler, 2021; Perry et  al., 2022; 
Braunstein, 2021). Including me, apparently.

Not all forms of nationalism are harmful or incompatible with 
liberal democracy (Tamir, 2019; Tamir, 1993; Mounk, 2018; Mounk, 
2022; Brooks, 2018). At its core, nationalism is the idea that states 
should be  ruled in the name of the nation rather than dynastic 
succession (e.g., kingdoms), a particular civilization (e.g., empires), or 
a God (e.g., theocracies; Wimmer, 2021; Wimmer and Feinstein, 2010; 
Wimmer and Min, 2006). To be  sure, nation-states are “imagined 
political communities” in the sense that “even the smallest nation will 
never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of 
them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion” 
(Anderson, 2016, p. 6). Nevertheless, in its simplest form, nationalism 
holds that nations should be free to govern themselves and opposes any 
form of foreign rule or outside interference that disregards the interests 
of the national majority (Wimmer, 2021; Wimmer and Feinstein, 2010; 
Wimmer and Min, 2006). As such, it can be entirely compatible with 
philosophical liberalism (Tamir, 1993; Tamir, 2019).

Nationalism can turn illiberal when it connects national identity 
with a limited number of cultural and ethnic identities (e.g., religion, 
ideology, race; Miller, 2022). Overlapping social identities strengthen 
ingroup boundaries and foster outgroup prejudice and intolerance 
(Roccas and Brewer, 2002; Miller et al., 2009; Brewer and Pierce, 2005). 
Indeed, over 70 years ago, Niebuhr ([1952] 2008) warned about the 
dangers of religious nationalism because it brought together different 
forms of collective pride (Gorski, 2017). He traced Christian nationalism’s 
development in the U.S. to the belief that America is God’s “American 
Israel” (Niebuhr, [1952] 2008, p. 24) and that with the founding of the 
United States, America had turned its “back upon the vices of Europe” 
(Niebuhr, [1952] 2008, p. 28) to “make a new beginning in a corrupt 
world” (Niebuhr, [1952] 2008, p. 28:25). Although, at first, Americans 
initially saw their nation’s increasing prosperity as a sign of God’s grace, 
over time they came to believe it was evidence of their moral superiority 
and virtue (Niebuhr, [1952] 2008, p. 28:51).

American Christian nationalism is similar to other forms of religious 
nationalism that seek to fuse nationalistic pride with a particular faith 

(e.g., Hindu nationalism in India). It is the belief that (1) America was 
founded as a Christian nation (or, at a minimum, its founding is based on 
Christian principles), (2) Christian beliefs should inform the crafting of 
the laws and policies of the United States, and (3) Christianity should 
be  accorded a privileged place in American public life. American 
Christian nationalism is not unlike the Christian nationalisms that have 
emerged in other countries. For example, Hungary’s Prime Minister, 
Victor Orbán, has advocated on behalf of Christian nationalism and has 
pushed through laws supportive of Christian nationalist concerns. His 
efforts have received plaudits from the American conservative political 
observer and Orthodox Christian Rob Dreher:

Orbán was so unafraid, so unapologetic about using his political 
power to push back on the liberal elites in business and media and 
culture. It was so inspiring: this is what a vigorous conservative 
government can do if it’s serious about stemming this horrible 
global tide of wokeness (Marantz, 2022).

Dreher is no fan of Donald Trump, but he does support electing a 
President who will seek to pass laws that are consistent with Christian 
nationalist values. “According to Dreher, what the Republican Party needs 
is ‘a leader with Orbán’s vision—someone who can build on what 
Trumpism accomplished, without the egomania and the inattention to 
policy, and who is not afraid to step on the liberals’ toes’” (Marantz, 2022). 
Similarly, journalist Tim Alberta notes many parallels between American 
and Russian Christian nationalism. “As the historian Mara Kozelsky 
observed, ‘Orthodox Christian nationalism has been on the rise in Russia 
from the collapse of the Soviet Union,’ the by-product of a state desperate 
to rediscover legitimacy in the eyes of a chastened and aimless populace” 
(Alberta, 2023, p. 232). Despite these similarities, however, we should not 
assume that the underlying causes of Christian nationalism in Hungary, 
Russia, and other countries are identical to those in the United States. 
Each has its historical context, which shapes how and why citizens in 
those countries find it appealing.

Christian nationalism is just one of many types of nationalism 
(Schildkraut, 2002; Schildkraut, 2011; Smith, 1997a; Smith, 1997b). For 
example, Bonikowski and Dimaggio (2016) have identified four types 
in the United States: creedal (22 percent), disengaged (17 percent), 
restrictive (38 percent), and ardent (24 percent). “Creedal nationalism 
refers to the form of national self-understanding associated with a set 
of liberal principles—universalism, democracy, and the rule of law—
sometimes referred to as the American creed” (Bonikowski and 
DiMaggio, 2016, pp.  962–963). Creedal nationalists are likelier to 
be  immigrants and tend to be  well-educated, enjoy high levels of 
income, and live outside of the South. They differ from disengaged 
nationalists, who profess low levels of national pride, appear reluctant 
to embrace a national identity, and are unlikely to affirm even the most 
widely held nationalist beliefs. Most are well-educated, well-paid 
immigrants or young, well-educated, secular Democrats who live on 
the East or West Coast. Restrictive nationalists tend to express “only 
moderate levels of national pride but [understand what it means to be] 
‘truly American’ in particularly exclusionary ways” (Bonikowski and 
DiMaggio, 2016, p. 961). Over half agree that to be “truly American,” 
one must be a Christian. Restrictive nationalists are “disproportionately 
female, African American or Hispanic, Evangelical or Black Protestant, 
low in education and income, and born in the United  States” 
(Bonikowski and DiMaggio, 2016, p. 964). Finally, ardent nationalists 
rank high on nearly every nationalism measure. Most are “very proud” 
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of being an American and of America’s history, its armed forces, and 
its achievements and are “disproportionately older, less educated, white 
Evangelical Republicans living in the South” (Bonikowski and 
DiMaggio, 2016, p. 964). This final category closely resembles those 
identified as Christian nationalists in much of the literature.

Many, if not most, of the recent studies of Christian nationalism, 
have used a 24-point scale that combines responses to six 5-point 
Likert scale survey items, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly 
agree, that ask respondents their attitudes to various religious freedom 
policies (see Table 1). Whitehead and Perry et al. (2020) have sorted 
respondents into four categories based on their responses to these 
questions: Ambassadors (18 to 24 points), Accommodators or 
sympathizers (12 to 17 points), Resisters (6 to 11 points), and Rejecters 
(0 to 5 points). Ambassadors are “wholly supportive of Christian 
nationalism” (p. 35); accommodators tend to believe “that the federal 
government should advocate for Christian values [but are] undecided 
about the federal government officially declaring the United States is a 
Christian nation” (p. 33); resisters tend to oppose Christian nationalist 
views but are often “undecided about allowing the display of religious 
symbols in public places” (p. 31); and rejectors “generally believe there 
should be no connection between Christianity and politics” (p. 26). 
Along with their colleagues, Whitehead and Perry show that 
individuals scoring high on the scale are likelier to advocate for 
traditional gender roles, endorse anti-immigrant policies, support 
policies limiting voting rights, oppose gun control and interracial 
marriage, express anti-vaccine attitudes and resist wearing masks 
during the pandemic, hold small-government libertarian views, anti-
globalist sentiments, and vote for Donald Trump (Whitehead and 
Perry, 2020; Baker et al., 2020; Perry et al., 2020; Whitehead et al., 
2018a; Perry et al., 2023; Tyler, 2024; Davis et al., 2023; Whitehead 
et al., 2018b; Perry and Whitehead, 2015).

The literature on Christian nationalism is not without its critics. 
Some have questioned whether the scale adequately identifies 
Christian nationalists and have suggested alternative methods for 
identifying them (e.g., Davis, 2023; Li and Froese, 2023; Smith and 
Adler, 2022; Woodward, 2023). Another issue is that some of the 
literature implicitly or explicitly equates Christian nationalism with 
white Christian nationalism (Jones, 2021; Jones, 2023; Gorski and 
Perry, 2022; Butler, 2022; Stewart, 2020; Du Mez, 2020; Tisby, 2019; 
Whitehead and Perry, 2020). Consider, however, Table 2. It presents 
the racial and ethnic breakdown of Christian nationalists according to 

three different classification schemes;1 it shows that approximately 25 
to 30 percent identify as Black, Hispanic, Asian, or another race or 
ethnicity. Notably, the table also shows that Christian nationalism 
appears to be in decline. Regardless of the scheme, the proportion of 
Americans expressing Christian nationalist sentiments dropped 5 to 
6% from 2017 to 2021. Only 15 to 20 percent could be classified as 
Christian nationalists in 2021. The focus on white Christian 
nationalism can also leave readers with the impression that most 
non-Hispanic white Christians are Christian nationalists. However, as 
the results in Table 3 show, that is not the case. Only between 22 and 
31 percent of white Christians can be classified as Christian nationalists.

A final weakness is that, aside from historical accounts (e.g., 
Braunstein, 2021; Du Mez, 2020; Hoffman and Ware, 2024; Kaylor and 
Underwood, 2024), most of the literature has focused on the 
consequences of Christian nationalism. As we have seen, Christian 
nationalists are likelier to embrace traditional gender roles, endorse 
anti-immigrant policies, support limitations on voting rights, oppose 
gun control, express anti-vaccine attitudes, hold anti-globalist 
sentiments, and so on. However, very few have explored the predictors 
of Christian nationalism. That is the focus of this paper. It begins with 
an extended examination of the scale pioneered by Whitehead and 
Perry and used in much of the current literature. We will see that the 
questions used for the scale were not originally intended to measure 
Christian nationalism and do not reflect a single dimension of belief. 
Accordingly, the paper introduces and utilizes two additional methods 
for identifying Christian nationalists. Using these two schemes plus 
the original Whitehead and Perry scale, it estimates a series of logistic 
regression models to explore potential factors driving Christian 
nationalist attitudes. After discussing the results, the paper considers 
four additional factors not readily captured by statistical analyses of 

1 All three schemes draw on answers to the questions in Table 1 in the 2017 

and 2021 Baylor Religion Surveys. They are discussed in detail in the next 

section.

TABLE 1 Whitehead and Perry Christian nationalism scale items.

Question Rate whether you agree or disagree with 
the following statements…

1. “The federal government should declare the United States a 

Christian nation.”

2. “The federal government should advocate Christian values.”

3. “The federal government should enforce strict separation of 

church and state.”

4. “The federal government should allow the display of religious 

symbols in public spaces.”

5. “The success of the United States is part of God’s plan.”

6. “The federal government should allow prayer in public schools.”

Responses are coded as follows: 0 = Strongly disagree, 1 = Disagree, 2 = Undecided, 3 = Agree, 
4 = Strongly agree. Question #3 is reverse coded.

TABLE 2 Christian nationalists by race/ethnicity (percentage).

Whitehead 
and Perry’s 

additive 
scale

Smith and 
Adler’s 

latent class 
analysis 

(LCA)

Li and 
Froese’s 
Christian 

statism (CS)

2017 2021 2017 2021 2017 2021

Christian 

nationalists
19.83 15.56 20.04 14.23 26.91 19.42

Percent of Christian nationalists who identify as…

Non-

Hispanic 

White

69.93 71.38 63.46 73.95 71.14 74.58

Black 11.00 11.26 12.95 13.18 8.20 9.54

Hispanic 11.41 14.32 14.34 9.61 14.05 11.04

Asian 0.93 0.78 1.11 0.82 1.05 2.43

Other 6.73 2.26 8.14 2.44 5.56 2.41

Source: 2017 and 2021 Baylor Religion Surveys, downloaded from the Association of 
Religion Data Archives, www.theARDA.com.
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cross-sectional data. The paper concludes with a summary of the 
results and an appeal to those concerned about Christian nationalism 
to focus as much time and energy on its causes as its consequences.

Materials and methods: identifying 
Christian nationalists

The questions used in the Whitehead and Perry scale first 
appeared in the 2005 wave of the Baylor Religion Survey (BRS). They 
were intended to capture what some scholars call a “sacralization 
ideology” (Froese and Mencken, 2009; Hadden, 1987; Stark and 
Iannaccone, 1994), not Christian nationalist sentiments (Smith and 
Adler, 2022; Li and Froese, 2023). Notably, only two of the questions 
explicitly mention Christianity. The others could easily be used to 
examine civic republicanism, civil religion, religious traditionalism, 
and/or debates about the separation of church and state (Gorski, 2017; 
Smith and Adler, 2022; Froese and Mencken, 2009; Li and Froese, 
2023). Another concern is that Whitehead and Perry treat the 
undecided option as a neutral midpoint. However, it is unclear 
whether the response reflects an indifferent attitude toward Christian 
nationalism or a moderate one. Accordingly, the scale likely introduces 
measurement error by assigning a “nontrivial number of ‘points’” to a 
respondent’s score (Davis, 2023, p.  5). For example, if someone 
selected the “undecided” option for all six questions, their aggregate 
score of 12 points would classify them as a Christian nationalist 
accommodator/sympathizer when, in fact, they may be nothing of 
the sort.

Concerns such as these have led some to question whether the 
scale adequately captures “Christian nationalism.” For example, 
Woodward (2023, 2024), the former religion editor at Newsweek, was 
surprised to learn that he is a Christian nationalist:

Respondents were sorted into four categories: ambassadors 
(strong support for all or some of the statements); accommodators 
(weak support); resisters (weak objections); and rejecters (strong 
opposition). Despite my total opposition to the first and [fifth] 
statements, my tempered support for the other propositions, 
mainly on First Amendment grounds, identifies me as an 
accommodator. Being an accommodator of Christian nationalism 
is a daunting responsibility. My problem, though, is this: I do not 
know any Christian nationalists (Woodward, 2023, 
emphasis added).

Woodward also notes that a 2022 Pew Survey found that 54 
percent of Americans “had never heard of the term ‘Christian 
nationalism,’ and another 17 percent or so had heard only ‘a little bit.’ 
Of the 14 percent who had heard ‘quite a bit’ or ‘a great deal,’ only 5 

percent held a favorable view. Another 24 percent were unfavorable. 
That’s not a base broad enough to support a populist movement” 
(Woodward, 2023).

Nicholas Davis (2023) believes the scale is so flawed that it should 
be scrapped altogether. Although it registers a high Cronbach-α score, 
which is generally seen as a sign of internal reliability, he notes that 
“Cronbach’s α cannot tell the researcher much about dimensionality, 
despite researchers commonly reporting it as such” (Davis, 2023, p. 6, 
emphasis in original). Using factor analysis, he shows that the six 
items “do not readily collapse” into a unidimensional scale (Davis, 
2023, p. 2). He argues that scholars would be better off operationalizing 
Christian nationalism using a categorical approach, such as latent class 
analysis (LCA), which sorts respondents into groups based on the 
similarity of their responses:

LCA first determines how many classes are needed to account for 
the variation among input items and then assigns respondents a 
probability of being placed in a group with other individuals 
whose pattern of responses to the input items resembles a group 
archetype. It is an agnostic approach to clustering that can 
determine how many groups exist within the Christian 
nationalism index, as well as who goes with what group (Davis, 
2023, p. 9).

Davis uses LCA to sort respondents into four categories or classes 
and shows that they differ substantially from those used by Whitehead 
and Perry. According to his analysis, the Whitehead and Perry scale 
misclassifies 28 percent of respondents.

Davis does not explore how the four classes predict various 
outcomes or the sociodemographic factors driving class membership. 
Smith and Adler (2022) do, however.2 They apply LCA to responses to 
the six items in the 2017 BRS. They identify six classes instead of four,3 
whom they label Christian nationalists (20 percent), religious 
conservatives (21 percent), undecideds (9 percent), pluralist civic 
republicans (18 percent), secular civic republicans (20 percent), and 
radical secularists (13 percent). They find that Christian nationalists 
tend to be  less educated and, surprisingly, more likely to count 
themselves among the religious “nones” (i.e., the religiously 
unaffiliated). Interestingly, though, they are likelier than religious 
conservatives to be biblical literalists and more likely than any other 
group (except the undecideds) to oppose same-sex marriage. They are 
also inclined to vote for Donald Trump and believe that the police 
treat white and black individuals equally.

Like Davis (2023) and Li and Froese (2023) argue that the scale’s 
six items reflect more than a single dimension. Using exploratory and 
confirmatory factor analysis, they find that two of the items “load” (are 
associated with) what they call Christian statism (CS), two with what 

2 Smith and Adler cite Davis’s analysis although their article was published 

in 2022 and Davis’s (2023). This apparent discrepancy is accounted for by the 

fact that Davis’s article was first published online in 2022.

3 Davis (2023: footnote 14, p. 20) notes that the fit statistics presented in 

Appendix Table A2 (p. 23) indicate that, like Adler and Smith, a six-class solution 

provides the best fit. However, since the difference in fit between the four- and 

six-class solutions is “modest,” he  uses four-class solution to facilitate 

comparison with Whitehead and Perry’s four categories.

TABLE 3 White Christians classified as christian nationalists (percentage).

Classified as Christian nationalist?

No Yes

Whitehead and Perry scale 76.20 23.80

Adler and Smith LCA 88.00 22.00

Li and Froese CS 69.15 30.85

Source: Baylor Religion Survey, 2021.
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they call religious traditionalism (RT), and two cannot 
be uncategorized.4 Specifically, they find that the first two questions 
listed in Table  1 (the federal government should declare the 
United States a Christian nation and advocate Christian values) are 
associated with CS, while the third and sixth (the federal government 
should allow the display of religious symbols in public spaces and 
prayer in public schools) are associated with RT.5 Importantly, their 
analysis shows that CS and RT predict very different outcomes. For 
example, while CS is positively associated with the belief that Middle 
East refugees are terrorists and illegal immigrants are criminals, RT is 
not. CS is also positively associated with the belief that Muslims are 
morally inferior, endanger personal safety, and want to limit individual 
freedoms, while RT is not. Furthermore, “Religious Traditionalists 
tend to reject overt nativism, racial antipathy, and religious 
intolerance—attitudes strongly expressed by many of Trump’s white 
evangelical supporters” (Li and Froese, 2023, p. 794).

Li and Froese’s analysis does not provide a means to distinguish 
Christian nationalists from religious traditionalists and other 
respondents. They provide no threshold CS score above which a 
respondent could be classified as a Christian nationalist. It is unlikely 
they could, however, since respondents can score high on both the CS 
and RT dimensions. However, we can classify respondents who agree 
or strongly agree that the federal government should declare the 
United States a Christian nation and promote Christian values as 
Christian Statists (CS).6 Table  4 compares the similarity of this 
approach with the Whitehead and Perry scale and Smith and Adler’s 
LCA. It presents the Jaccard similarity scores of the three schemes 
using responses to the 2021 BRS.7 It shows that while there are some 
similarities between them, there are clear differences, suggesting that 
identifying who is and who is not a Christian nationalist is not as 
straightforward as some would want us to believe.

To explore potential factors driving Christian nationalist attitudes, 
this paper estimates a series of multivariate logistic regression models 
predicting whether a respondent is classified as a Christian nationalist 
by Whitehead and Perry’s scale, Smith and Adler’s LCA, or Li and 
Froese’s CS. Using all three classification schemes allows us to identify 
factors that consistently predict Christian nationalist sentiments 
rather than those that only “matter” using one classification scheme 
but not the others. For the analysis below, the models use the 2021 
BRS. Since 2005, the Baylor Department of Sociology has partnered 
with Gallup to conduct “a nationally representative multiyear study” 
of American religion and its place in American society (Bader et al., 
2007). The 2021 BRS is the sixth wave of the BRS. The previous five 
were collected in 2005, 2007, 2010, 2014, and 2017. The paper utilizes 
multiple imputation (MI) methods as implemented in Stata 18 

4 This is what they found when analyzing waves of the BRS. However, their 

analysis the 2021 Pew American Trends Panel found that the belief that “God 

favors the United States” does load with Christian statism (Li and Froese, 

2023:782).

5 Davis’s (2023) factor analysis of the 2017 BRS yields the same result. See 

also Braunstein (2021).

6 Davis (2023:17-18) suggests a similar solution.

7 Using Smith and Adler’s Stata code, graciously shared by Jesse Smith, I first 

replicated their analysis of the 2017 BRS and then analyzed the 2021 BRS. It, 

too, yielded a six-class solution.

(Statacorp, 2023) to supplement the original data.8 Some scholars use 
MI for both independent and dependent variables (e.g., Smith and 
Adler, 2022). This analysis estimates and compares models that impute 
missing data for both and for models that only use MI for the 
independent variables. Because some scholars (e.g., Winship and 
Radbill, 1994) recommend not using sampling weights when 
estimating multivariate models, the following analysis compares 
models with and without sampling weights. Models that used 
sampling weights and only imputed missing data for independent 
variables yielded the lowest AIC (Akaike, 1974) and BIC (Schwarz, 
1978) scores, indicating a better fit. Accordingly, those are the results 
presented below.9

Results

Tables 5–7 present the results of the logistic regressions. The first 
model in all three sets of regressions includes only race and ethnicity 
variables. The second includes additional demographic variables, such 
as gender, marital status, age (65 and over), education, income level, 
and whether respondents live in a rural setting and/or the South. The 
third adds two dummy variables: one indicating whether respondents 
identified as conservative and one whether they identified as 
Republican. The fourth adds religious affiliation data (e.g., Mainline 
Protestant, Roman Catholic, etc.), and the fifth adds variables 
indicating whether respondents are biblical literalists or attend 
worship services once a month or more.

In the models with only race and ethnicity variables (Model 1), 
Asians and Hispanics appear less likely to express Christian nationalist 
sentiments than white individuals. The coefficients are negative and 
statistically significant in two of the three tables. The Hispanic effect 
disappears once other demographic variables are included (Model 2), 
while the Asian effect remains statistically significant until the 
conservative and Republican variables are included (Model 3). Of the 
demographic variables, only age remains statistically significant in the 
remaining models. As the results show, individuals 65 years and older 

8 MI avoids the statistical pitfalls of other methods for handling missing data 

(Carpenter and Kenward, 2013; Rubin, 1987; Rubin, 1996; Schafer, 1997; Enders, 

2010; Statacorp, 2015, pp. 3–4). I generated 30 imputations for each case with 

missing information and then averaged them together before estimating 

the models.

9 Results for models without sampling weights and including imputed 

information on the dependent variables are available upon request. Results for 

models that do not include imputed information are also available.

TABLE 4 Jaccard similarity of Christian nationalist classifications.

Whitehead and 
Perry

Smith and 
Adler

Li and 
Froese

Whitehead and 

Perry

1.000 0.671 0.581

Smith and Adler 0.671 1.000 0.552

Li and Froese 0.581 0.552 1.000

Source: 2021 Baylor Religion Survey, downloaded from the Association of Religion Data 
Archives, www.theARDA.com.
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are more likely to be classified as Christian nationalists. In contrast, 
the effects of gender, being married, having a college degree, earning 
more than $100 thousand a year, and living in a rural area or the South 
cease to be statistically significant by Model 5. Two primary drivers of 
Christian nationalist attitudes are identifying as a conservative or a 
Republican. From the third through the fifth models, the coefficients 
for both variables are statistically significant and positively associated 
with being classified as a Christian nationalist. This is perhaps 
unsurprising considering former President Trump’s “takeover” of the 
Republican party. Whether this will hold in the future remains to 
be seen.

The religious affiliation variables included in the fourth model 
indicate that Black Protestants, Roman Catholics, members of other 
religious traditions, and the unaffiliated are less likely than Evangelical 
Protestants to be sorted into a Christian nationalist category. What is 
less clear is how Mainline Protestants compare to Evangelical 
Protestants. The Mainline Protestant coefficient is negative across all 
sets of models, but it is only statistically significant in those using 
Adler and Smith’s LCA classification scheme. Mainline Protestantism 

is typically associated with theological and political liberalism (Finke 
and Stark, 2005), so the fact that in two of the three sets of models, 
Mainline Protestants are no less likely than evangelicals to express 
Christian nationalist attitudes is perhaps somewhat surprising. 
However, as Kaylor and Underwood (2023, 2024) have recently 
shown, Mainline Protestantism also played a role in the development 
of American Christian nationalism.

Finally, in the fifth and full model, the coefficients for biblical 
literalism and worship attendance are positively and statistically 
significant. Biblical literalism’s positive effect is consistent with Philip 
Gorski’s (2017, 2021) claim that American Christian nationalism is 
linked to literalist interpretations of the biblical text:

Religious nationalism is rooted in the Bible [and] a heterodox 
reading of the apocalyptic texts popularly known as “prophecy 
belief.” On the orthodox reading of these texts originally set out 
by Saint Augustine and other church fathers, the apocalyptic texts 
are to be read figuratively and allegorically. The violent struggles 
between the forces of good and evil described in the texts are 

TABLE 5 Logistic regression predicting Christian nationalism (Whitehead and Perry scale).

Whitehead and Perry scale

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Race/Ethnicity

  Black −0.094 −0.108 0.640 1.088 0.744

  Hispanic −0.286 −0.117 0.403 0.482 0.333 

  Asian −2.020** −1.531* −1.146 −1.234 −1.314 

  Other −0.708 −0.876 −0.845 −0.816 −0.693

Male −0.269 −0.560* −0.473* −0.485

Married 0.390 0.155 −0.076 −0.374

65 and over 0.686** 0.722** 0.703** 0.648* 

College Degree + −0.705*** −0.453 −0.472 −0.460 

Income >100 K −0.105 −0.295 −0.242 0.124

Rural 0.735** 0.576* 0.455 0.297

South 0.298 0.183  0.097 −0.038

Conservative 1.830*** 1.709*** 1.507***

Republican    0.859** 0.758*  0.631*  

Religious Affiliation

  Mainline Protestant    −0.564 −0.275

  Black Protestant    −1.364* −1.294*

  Catholic    −1.044*** −0.754*  

  Other    −0.935*  −0.561  

  Unaffiliated    −3.278*** −2.541***

Biblical Literalism          1.054***

Worship Monthly +          0.725*  

Constant −1.571*** −1.902*** −3.156** −2.242*** −2.646***

N 1,192 1,192 1,192 1,192 1,192

AIC 1027.679 979.069 821.806 773.304 741.815

BIC 1053.096 1040.069 892.973 869.889 848.546

Source: Baylor Religion Survey, 2021. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; robust standard errors used. Reference groups: non-Hispanic white, female, unmarried, 49 and younger, high school or 
less, nonrural, moderate or liberal, independent or democrat, non-south, income ≤100 K, evangelical, nonbiblical literalist, worship less than monthly.
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actually recurring struggles that take place in the human heart. 
On the heterodox reading that has become among American 
evangelicals, these struggles take place on an earthly stage and the 
forces of good and evil assume physical form, probably at some 
date in the not too distant future. Prophecy believers interpret the 
apocalyptic texts literally and predictively rather than allegorically 
and figuratively (Gorski, 2021, pp. 25–26).

The positive and statistically significant coefficient for monthly 
worship attendance is notable since there is some evidence of a 
negative (or no) association between church attendance and voting for 
Trump (Gorski, 2021; Whitehead et al., 2018a). To be sure, voting for 
Trump and expressing Christian nationalist sentiments are not the 
same. Nevertheless, given the strong and positive association between 
Christian nationalism and voting for Trump (Baker et  al., 2020; 
Whitehead et al., 2018a), we should not be surprised that worship 
attendance is positively associated with Christian nationalism.

To visually compare the effect of the independent variables on the 
likelihood of being classified as a Christian nationalist, Figure 1 presents 

a coefficient plot of the average marginal effects of the variables included 
in the full model (Model 5) for the three sets of logistic regressions. A 
variable’s marginal effect reflects how changes in the variable are 
associated with changes in the dependent variable, holding other 
variables constant. The effects are normalized, making the effects of the 
variables comparable. In the plot, the circles (Whitehead and Perry 
Scale), squares (Adler and Smith LCA), and diamonds (Li and Froese 
CS) indicate the variables’ marginal effects, while the lines intersecting 
them indicate their 95% confidence intervals. An effect is statistically 
significant if a variable’s confidence interval does not cross the 0.00 
threshold (vertical dotted line). Visually, the plot suggests that although 
the effects of the individual variables differ, they tend to “follow” one 
another. That is, the sizes of the effects are similar, and they generally 
“point” in the same direction (i.e., either positive or negative). At a 
glance, we can see that age, whether someone identifies as a conservative 
or a Republican, biblical literalism, and frequent worship attendance are 
positively associated with Christian nationalism, while Black 
Protestants, Roman Catholics, people of other faiths (e.g., Judaism, 
Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam), and the unaffiliated are not.

TABLE 6 Logistic regression predicting Christian nationalism (Smith and Adler LCA).

Smith and Adler LCA

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Race/Ethnicity

  Black 0.070 0.107 1.076* 1.745*** 1.596** 

  Hispanic −0.793* −0.650 −0.108 −0.116 −0.228

  Asian −1.860** −1.447* −1.065 −1.299  −1.250 

  Other −0.673 −0.661 −0.549 −0.607 −0.559

Male −0.065 −0.373 −0.238 −0.216

Married 0.576* 0.381 0.162 −0.016

65 and over 0.689*** 0.707** 0.774** 0.728**

College Degree + −0.331 0.030 0.066 0.035

Income >100 K −0.666* −0.943** −0.905** −0.741*

Rural 0.747** 0.543 0.361 0.264

South 0.390 0.220 0.107 0.028

Conservative 1.989*** 1.842*** 1.716***

Republican 0.977** 0.892** 0.825**

Religious Affiliation

  Mainline Protestant    −1.216** −1.051* 

  Black Protestant    −1.800** −1.759**

  Catholic    −1.251*** −1.067**

  Other    −1.414** −1.217**

  Unaffiliated    −2.950*** −2.495***

Biblical Literalism             0.413

Worship Monthly +             0.588*

Constant −1.635*** −2.211*** −3.690*** −2.661*** −2.891***

N 1,237 1,237 1,237 1,237 1,237

AIC 1002.584 947.378 779.642 725.011 717.285

BIC 1028.186 1008.824 851.328 822.300 824.815

Source: Baylor Religion Survey, 2021. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; robust standard errors used. Reference groups: non-Hispanic white, female, unmarried, 49 and younger, high school or 
less, nonrural, moderate or liberal, independent or democrat, non-south, income ≤100 K, evangelical, nonbiblical literalist, worship less than monthly.
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Most notably, at least for the purposes of this paper, race and 
ethnicity do not appear to affect whether someone is classified as 
a Christian nationalist, at least not in the way one might expect. 
In some of the reduced models, the Asian and Hispanic coefficients 
are negative and statistically significant, but these effects disappear 
in the full models. Surprisingly, though, in the models using Smith 
and Adler LCA, African Americans are more (not less) likely than 
white respondents to be classified as Christian nationalists, and 
this effect holds even when Black Protestant affiliation is absent 
from the model (Model 3). Since this effect does not appear in the 
other two sets of models, we  probably should regard it with 
caution and treat it as something worthy of additional research. 
Regardless, in all three sets of models, non-Hispanic white 
respondents are not more likely than respondents who identify as 
Black, Hispanic, Asian, or another race or ethnicity to be classified 
as Christian nationalists.

This result is not new. Others have noted it, including Whitehead 
and Perry (2020, p. 179), Smith and Alder (2022, p. 9), and Li and 
Froese (2023):

Our theory and past research suggest that CS and [Christian 
nationalism] are racially coded that promote overt white racism… 
Using our data, we… fail to make the inference that non-Hispanic 
whites score higher on both CS and RT scale than blacks and 
other ethno-racial groups… To properly test the racialized thesis, 
new survey items including more straightforward reference of 
race would perhaps be necessary. For example, one may ask if the 
country will be a better nation if the federal government declares 
America a white Christian nation (Li and Froese, 2023, p. 793).

Interestingly, although the 2021 BRS did not ask respondents “if 
the country will be a better nation if the federal government declares 
America a white Christian nation,” it did ask them, “Do you support 
or oppose [this] social movement? White Nationalism.” Thus, we can 
calculate how many Christian nationalists indicated that they support 
(or strongly support) white nationalism. Unsurprisingly, very few did. 
Of all respondents, only 3.77 percent expressed support for it, and of 
those classified as Christian nationalists, between six to 7 % did, 
approximately 1 % of all respondents. To paraphrase Kenneth 

TABLE 7 Logistic regression predicting Christian nationalism (Li and Froese CS).

Li and Froese CS

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Race/Ethnicity

  Black −0.354 −0.318 0.634 1.101 0.817

  Hispanic −0.532* −0.480 0.099 0.090 −0.006

  Asian −0.787 −0.360 0.033 0.078 0.027 

  Other −0.776 −0.946 −0.805 −0.827 −0.707

Male 0.044 −0.196 −0.041 −0.013

Married 0.912*** 0.780** 0.597* 0.438

65 and over 0.548** 0.610** 0.580* 0.493*

College Degree + −0.698*** −0.427 −0.419 −0.400

Income >100 K −0.295 −0.591* −0.544 −0.303

Rural 0.623** 0.319 0.102 −0.088

South 0.590** 0.545* 0.486* 0.371

Conservative 1.648*** 1.538*** 1.362***

Republican 1.276** 1.166** 1.083***

Religious Affiliation

  Mainline Protestant    −0.604 −0.315

  Black Protestant    −1.433* −1.359*

  Catholic    −1.028*** −0.749**

  Other    −1.565*** −1.233**

  Unaffiliated    −2.990*** −2.386***

Biblical Literalism             0.958**

Worship Monthly +             0.548*

Constant −1.208*** −1.990*** −3.383*** −2.458*** −2.812***

N 1,237 1,237 1,237 1,237 1,237

AIC 1240.641 1145.668 929.655 866.115 841.338

BIC 1266.243 1207.114 1001.342 963.404 948.868

Source: Baylor Religion Survey, 2021. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; robust standard errors used. Reference groups: non-Hispanic white, female, unmarried, 49 and younger, high school or 
less, nonrural, moderate or liberal, independent or democrat, non-south, income ≤100 K, evangelical, nonbiblical literalist, worship less than monthly.
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Woodward, that is not a very large base of support for a populist 
movement. To be sure, some respondents may have been reluctant to 
express support for white nationalism openly, so the level of support 
among Christian nationalists (and non-Christian nationalists) may 
be higher. Nevertheless, these low percentages do suggest that white 
Christian nationalism is better seen as a relatively small subset of those 
individuals who hold Christian nationalist sentiments.

Discussion: other contributing factors

The cross-sectional survey data used in most studies of Christian 
nationalism cannot capture all possible factors that could have led to 
its (re)emergence in the last 10 to 20 years. Thus, it seems appropriate 
to briefly explore other potential dynamics before concluding. Here, 
we  will consider four: (1) the rise in deaths of despair (Case and 
Deaton, 2015), (2) the left behind in rural America (Wuthnow, 2018), 
(3) technocratic liberalism and the tyranny of merit (Sandel, 2020), 
and (4) nationalism’s natural appeal (Reno, 2019). In isolation, they 
would unlikely have led to the most recent rise of Christian 
nationalism. Together, though, they can help account for why many 
Americans felt as if they were “under siege,” leading them to yearn for 
a “bygone era” when America was great (Bonikowski, 2016, p. 428), a 
yearning nicely captured by the promises of Christian nationalism.

Deaths of despair

Case and Deaton (2015) showed that after 1998, the mortality rate 
of middle-aged non-Hispanic white Americans had begun to rise after 
decades of decline. They traced the reversal to a surge in alcohol-
related deaths, drug overdoses, and suicides. These soon became 
known as “deaths of despair” (Case and Deaton, 2020) because 
scholars connected them to a rising sense of despair in areas of the 
U.S. that had lagged economically and demographically behind the 
rest of the country. It is notable that in 2016, Trump and his fellow 
Republicans attracted higher-than-expected support in many “left 
behind” counties, particularly in those where life expectancy had 
stagnated or fallen (Bor, 2017). Indeed, counties with a net gain in 
Republican voters had a 15 percent higher age-adjusted death rate in 
2015 than counties with a net gain in Democratic voters; in the former, 
the increase in deaths of despair was 2.5 times higher than in the latter 
counties (Goldman et al., 2019).

Researchers have struggled to identify factors contributing to the 
increase in deaths of despair. Are they purely due to material causes, 
or do other factors, such as social capital, play a role (Zoorob and 
Salemi, 2017; Case and Deaton, 2020)? Recently, Giles et al. (2023) 
have shown that for middle-aged white Americans, the increase in 
deaths of despair actually began earlier, in the early 1990s. They trace 
this increase to the widespread decline in religious participation that 
started in the 1980s,10 a decline primarily driven by middle-aged white 
Americans. They show that the decline in religious practice 
significantly affected the increase in deaths of despair mortality rates. 

10 Notably, the decline has occurred primarily in terms of participation not 

belief (Levin et al., 2022).

Why? It is well established that religious practice is strongly correlated 
with well-being; on average, active people of faith enjoy healthier, 
happier, and longer lives (Flannelly et al., 2002; Koenig et al., 2001; 
Pargament et al., 1998; Hummer et al., 2004; Hummer et al., 1999; 
Beit-Hallahmi and Argyle, 1997; Asma, 2018; Levin, 1994; Levin, 
2016). One reason is that people of faith consistently eat better, 
exercise more, drink and smoke less, and regulate their sexual 
behavior (Beit-Hallahmi and Argyle, 1997); most religious traditions 
also provide adherents with psychological resources that help them 
navigate traumatic events (Asma, 2018; Pargament and Park, 1995; 
Pargament et al., 1998). A second reason is that faith communities 
offer numerous opportunities for social interaction, which, all else 
equal, enhances health and subjective well-being. Frequent 
churchgoers report larger social networks, more favorable perceptions 
of their social relationships, and higher levels of social support from 
their network ties (Ellison and George, 1994).11 Recent studies have 
found that people with numerous social ties are less likely to suffer 
from heart disease, strokes, hypertension, diabetes, infectious diseases, 
cognitive decline, dementia, depression and anxiety, suicidal thoughts, 
and self-harm (U.S. Surgeon General of The United States, 2023). 
Finally, religious belief and practice provide the faithful with a sense 
of meaning and belonging (Smith, 2003; Smith, 2017; Smith et al., 
1998; Thompson, 2024). It affords them ways of looking at the world 
that give them a sense of purpose (Froese, 2016; Smith, 2003). Thus, 
it is likely that some or perhaps many of those who did not succumb 
to (or overcame) the despair around them by embracing a way of 
looking at the world, Christian nationalism, that offered them a sense 
of purpose, meaning, and belonging. This could also help account for 
the strong positive association between regular church attendance and 
Christian nationalist sentiments we saw above.

Left behind in rural America

In 2016, 59 percent of rural voters voted for Donald Trump; only 
34 percent voted for Hillary Clinton (Pew Research Center, 2018). 
Accordingly, a popular explanation of the current political climate and 
support for Donald Trump is the rural–urban divide, and it is not a 
coincidence that many rural counties in the U.S. are among the “left 
behind.”12 Importantly, though, rural voters do not feel as if they have 
only been left behind demographically and economically. Many living 
in rural communities believe their way of life is disappearing and that 
small-town values and a sense of community are becoming a thing of 
the past. Moreover, many feel as if they are under attack from liberal 
and cultural elites. That is, except for perhaps in a romantic (e.g., 
Hallmark movies) or nostalgic sense (e.g., weekend escapes), the 
perception among rural Americans is that cultural 

11 Social support ranges from spiritual support (confirmation of religious 

beliefs) to emotional comfort (it is easier to bear an illness or a depressing 

event in the company of friends than alone), and to material aid (e.g., goods 

and services, such as providing people with meals when sick or in distress).

12 According to Benzow (2024), of the 972 “left behind” counties, 873 are 

rural, 38 are exurban/suburban counties (not rural, not urban), 50 are small 

urban counties (metropolitan areas without a large city), and 11 are urban 

counties.
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elites—Schleiermacher’s (1893) “cultured despisers”—regard small-
town America with barely-concealed contempt. They view rural 
Americans as uneducated and backward, holding beliefs that anyone 
with an ounce of intelligence would reject. Finally, many rural 
Americans believe that Washington (i.e., the federal government) is 
broken. It lacks common sense and is tone-deaf about the needs and 
wants of rural America. Add to this the perception that Washington 
is in league with cultural elites to force liberal values down their 
throats (what some might term “legislating morality”), and it is easy 
to see why many small-town Americans found the norm-breaking, 
liberal-elite hating Donald Trump appealing (Hochschild, 2016; 
Vance, 2016). Wuthnow (2018) has captured rural America’s 
frustrations in his book, The Left Behind: Decline and Rage in Rural 
America:13

People up there in Washington, does not matter what party it is, 
those people do not know a thing about what’s going on down 
here in Gulfdale. They do not want to listen to us. They do not 
care! (p. 97).

Those people up there in Washington, they think they know more 
than we do. They treat us like second-class citizens, like we are 
dumb hicks, like we do not know what’s going on (pp. 97–98).

13 Wuthnow’s fieldwork (with help from his students) took him all over the 

United States and, as such, his book likely paints a relatively representative 

picture of rural Americans. Although it was published after the 2016 election, 

the fieldwork was conducted before.

They’re just not listening to us out here (pp. 98–99).

Do not forget us… Maybe our population is not as big as cities, 
but we represent something cities never will (p. 99).

Do not assume I’m stupid and do not know anything just because 
I’m a farmer! (p. 103).

[Washington’s] a money-hungry, dog-eat-dog place. Lobbyists are 
ruining it, and it’s just gone to pot. We just need somebody with a 
little gumption. Somebody to go up there and do what a common 
man knows to do. That’s all we need! (p. 107).

As we saw above, though, individuals living in rural areas are 
not likelier to express Christian nationalist attitudes. A subset of 
rural Americans may be, however. Table  8 considers this 
possibility. It shows the proportion of Americans living in rural 
areas (16.29%), the proportion of Americans living in the rural 
U.S. who identify as evangelical Protestant (6.86%), the proportion 
living in the rural U.S. and lack a college degree (12.73%), and the 
proportion living in the rural U.S. who identify as evangelical 
Protestant and lack a college degree (5.76%). It also indicates the 
percentage classified as Christian nationalists for each category. 
As it shows, the lack of a college degree has little effect on 
Christian nationalist attitudes, but identifying as an evangelical 
has a large one. The proportion of evangelical, rural Americans 
who we can classify as Christian nationalists is almost double that 
of all rural Americans. Still, this group represents, at most, 4 % of 
Americans (6.86% x 60.30%) and a third of all Christian 
nationalists (see Table 2). Rural Americans who feel left behind 

FIGURE 1

Average marginal effects predicting Christian nationalism, BRS 2021.
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may find Christian nationalism appealing, but by themselves, they 
do not account for all Americans sympathetic to 
Christian nationalism.

Technocratic liberalism and the politics of 
humiliation

Sandel (2020) traces the condescending view that some cultural 
elites have for working-class Americans to what he calls the “tyranny 
of merit” or, perhaps better, the “politics of humiliation.” Sandel’s focus 
is on the anger of those who voted for Trump:

It is a mistake to see only the bigotry in populist protest, or to view 
it only as an economic complaint… the election of Donald 
Trump… was an angry verdict on decades of rising inequality and 
a version of globalization that benefits those at the top but leaves 
ordinary citizens feeling disempowered. It was also a rebuke for a 
technocratic approach to politics that is tone-deaf to the 
resentments of people who feel the economy and the culture have 
left them behind… these grievances are not only economic but also 
moral and cultural; they are not only about wages and jobs but 
also about social esteem (Sandel, 2020, p. 17, 18, emphasis added).

Sandel locates these grievances in the technocratic conception of 
the public good and its corresponding meritocratic ethic. The former 
is “bound up with a faith in… the… belief that market mechanisms 
are the primary instruments for achieving the public good” (Sandel, 
2020, pp. 19–20). According to Sandel, market-driven globalization 
has generated increasing inequality and devalued national identities. 
Those who benefit from it have “valorized cosmopolitan identities as 
a progressive, enlightened alternative to the narrow parochial ways of 
protectionism, tribalism, and conflict” (Sandel, 2020, p. 20). He argues 
that by 2016, the Democratic Party had become the party of 
technocratic liberalism, which reflects more the interests of 
professional elites than blue-collar and middle-class voters.

Sandel contends that technocratic liberalism frequently employs 
a “rhetoric of rising” that holds that people “who work hard and play 

by the rules” should rise as far as “their talents will take them.” The 
issue, of course, is that not everyone can make it, not even those who 
try and play by the rules. Take, for example, Figures 2, 3. Figure 2 plots 
two measures of income inequality in the U.S: The income share of the 
wealthiest 1 % of pretax income from 1913 to 2022 (World Inequality 
Database, 2024) and the Gini coefficient of U.S. disposable income 
from 1970 to 2022 (Luxembourg Income Study, 2024). Both plots 
suggest that inequality has increased since the early 1980s.

Now, consider Figure 3. It plots mobility rates by birth cohort 
(Opportunity Insights, 2016; Chetty et  al., 2017). Specifically, the 
y-axis represents the percentage of children who make more than their 
parents, and the x-axis indicates the year someone was born. It clearly 
shows that the dream that children born in America will have a higher 
standard of living than their parents has become less and less likely. 
None of the plots in the two figures “prove” Sandel’s thesis. They are, 
however, consistent with it.

The meritocratic ethic that accompanies technocratic liberalism 
implicitly holds that those endowed with the gifts our market society 
rewards deserve more esteem than those who do not possess 
such talents:

Among the winners, it generates hubris; among the losers, 
humiliation and resentment. These moral sentiments are at the 
heart of the populist uprising against elites. More than a protest 
against immigrants and outsourcing, the populist complaint is 
about the tyranny of merit. And the complaint is justified… 
Meritocratic hubris leads winners to “inhale too deeply of their 
success… It is the smug conviction… that they deserve their fate, 
and that those on the bottom deserve theirs too. This attitude is 
the moral companion of technocratic politics.” (Sandel, 
2020, p. 25).

We see evidence for such an attitude in how the media portrays 
technocratic liberalism’s winners and losers. One study found that 
television shows portray blue-collar dads as stupid, impotent, and the 
butt of jokes (e.g., Archie Bunker and Homer Simpson). By contrast, 
they paint upper-middle-class and professional dads in a favorable 
light (Sandel, 2020). It is no wonder that some have criticized “the 
class-cluelessness” of progressive elites (Williams, 2017). And it should 
be no surprise that those on the receiving end of the smug contempt 
of many elites have embraced an identity that offers them a sense of 
self-worth and purpose. We have already seen that religious belief and 
practice excels at providing the faithful with a sense of meaning, 
belonging, and purpose (Smith, 2003; Smith, 2017; Smith et al., 1998; 
Thompson, 2024; Froese, 2016). Thus, it is unsurprising that some will 
find a narrative that blends religious faith with national pride 
appealing.14

14 This also helps account to the strong positive association between regular 

church attendance and Christian nationalist sentiments. Additionally, it may 

help explain the strong association between evangelical Protestantism and 

Christian nationalism. As some have noted, American evangelicalism has long 

associated “being a good Christian” with “being a good American” (Du Mez, 

2020; Alberta, 2023).

TABLE 8 Christian nationalists and rural Americans (percent).

Rural Rural and 
Evangelical

Rural 
and No 
College 
Degree

Rural, 
Evangelical 

and No 
College 
Degree

Proportion of 

Americans
16.29 6.86 12.73 5.76

White Christian Nationalists per…

  Whitehead 

and Perry 

Scale

28.08 52.44 29.48 52.98

  Adler and 

Smith LCA
27.00 51.94 29.10 54.03

  Li and 

Froese CS
35.03 60.30 38.08 62.88

Source: Baylor Religion Survey, 2021.
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Nationalism’s appeal: return of the strong 
gods

A final factor worth considering is the appeal of nationalist 
sentiments, a product of a natural desire to be part of something 
greater. Although a handful of philosophers may have proclaimed 
the death of “grand narratives,” the rest of the world, or at least 
most of it, was not listening. Grand narratives are alive and well. 
Scholars of all stripes have concluded that people experience the 
world in terms of narratives: literary critics (Kermode, 1980; 
Morson, 1994), historians (White, 1980; Mink, 1978), philosophers 
(Ricoeur, 1984-1988; Macintyre, 1984), religious scholars (Crites, 
1971; Ganzevoort et  al., 2013), theologians (Gerkin, 1984; 
Hauerwas, 1981), psychologists (Polkinghorne, 1988; Sarbin, 1986), 
anthropologists (Hill, 2005; Reck, 1983), sociologists (White, 2008; 
Somers, 1994; Tilly, 2002; Polletta et al., 2011), political scientists 
(Patterson and Monroe, 1998; Miller, 2022), and economists 
(Morson, 2017; Shiller, 2019). As the political scientist Miller 
(2022, p. 230) puts it, “We cannot escape some kind of overarching 
story of who ‘we’ are, a story that gives us meaning, purpose, 
and direction:”

Nationalism provides people with a fervent sense of belonging. 
Countries do not hold together because citizens make a cold 
assessment that it’s in their self-interest to do so. Countries are 
held together by shared loves for a particular way of life, a 
particular culture, a particular land. These loves have to be stirred 
in the heart before they can be analyzed by the brain. Nationalism 
provides people with a sense of meaning. Nationalists tell stories 
that stretch from a glorious, if broken, past forward to a golden 
future. Individuals live and die, but the nation goes on. People feel 
their life has significance because they contribute to these eternal 
stories (Brooks, 2022).

To pretend that most people are not attracted to transcendent 
stories only creates a vacuum that someone or something will fill:

It would be  a tragedy if nationalism—with its tremendous 
creative and productive powers—were left in the hands of 
extremists. Open-minded liberal democrats, social democrats, 
and justice-seeking individuals must learn to harness 
nationalism to their cause, creating a more just social order, 
closing socio-economic gaps, while providing people with a 
cultural and normative reference to live by Tamir (2019, 
pp. 181–182).

In other words, the question is not whether people will be drawn 
to a nationalist narrative. It is a question of which one. For instance, 
Reno (2019) has recently argued that the recent rise of nationalism is 
a reaction to “the post-war consensus,” the quest for what Karl Popper 
called the “open society” where there are no transcendent truths (i.e., 
“grand narratives”) but only private interests. He  claims that an 
increasing number of people have rejected the open society’s “weak 
gods” and have sought a return of strong ones. “The sacralizing 
impulse in public life is inevitable. Our social consensus always 
reaches for transcendent legitimacy” (Reno, 2019, p. 136). As such, 
he argues that we should embrace nationalism because it gives our 
lives a sense of meaning, purpose, and belonging:

The strong god of the nation draws us out of our “little worlds.” Our 
shared loves—love of our land, our history, our founding myths, our 
warriors and our heroes—raise us to a higher vantage point. We see 
our private interest as part of a larger whole, the “we” that calls upon 
our freedom to serve the body politic with intelligence and loyalty. 
As Aristotle recognized, this loyalty is intrinsically fulfilling, for it 
satisfies the human desire for transcendence (Reno, 2019, p. 155).

Reno contends that we  should resist open society’s “globalist 
utopianism” and instead cultivate healthy forms of strong gods while 
resisting those that lead to “militarism, totalitarian regimes, and 
vicious racial segregation” (Reno, 2019, p. 147). Only by attending “to 
the strong gods who come from above and animate the best of our 
traditions” will we be able to turn away from “the dark gods that rise 
up from below” (Reno, 2019, p. 162). Yascha Mounk makes a similar 
point. While celebrating the diversity of modern society, he argues on 
behalf of a “cultural patriotism” that can balance the “centrifugal 
forces” that diversity can set loose (Brooks, 2022). “Historically, it has 
played a significant role in extending the circle of our sympathy 
beyond our own family, our own village, and our own tribe… For 
diverse democracies to thrive, their citizens need to share a common 
identity. Without some sense of inclusive patriotism, they are 
condemned forever to regard one another as strangers or adversaries” 
(Mounk, 2022, p. 146–147).

Summary

The first three factors highlight the experiences related to feeling 
as if one has fallen behind, a sense of despair, anger, and humiliation. 
Their interaction can lead people to embrace strongmen who promise 
to make all things right:

Authoritarians rise when economic, social, political, or religious 
change makes members of a formerly powerful group feel as if 
they have been left behind. Their frustration makes them 
vulnerable to leaders who promise to make them dominant again. 
A strongman downplays the real conditions that have created 
their problems and tells them that the only reason they have been 
dispossessed is that enemies have cheated them of power 
(Richardson, 2023:xii).

Their interaction can also increase the appeal of narratives that 
promise to restore a mythic past, what Reno calls “the strong gods.” 
Christian nationalism is one such narrative. But there are alternatives 
(Bellah, 1967; Bellah, 1970; Gorski, 2017; Gorski, 2021; Burton, 2020). 
Not all forms of nationalism are toxic. Not all “rise up from below.” 
Some tell a much different story. Some tell stories that are forward-
looking and inclusive while at the same time providing citizens with 
a sense of direction, meaning, and belonging (Mounk, 2018; Mounk, 
2022; Tamir, 1993; Tamir, 2019). These are the stories that need to 
be told.

Conclusion

This paper has explored potential predictors of Christian 
nationalist sentiments. Using three different schemes for identifying 
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Christian nationalists and estimating a series of multivariate logistic 
regression models, it found that Americans who are older, identify as 
a conservative or a Republican, believe the Bible is literally true, and 
attend church frequently are more likely to embrace Christian 
nationalism, while Black Protestants, Roman Catholics, people of 
non-Christian faiths, and the unaffiliated are less likely. Most notably, 

race and ethnicity do not affect whether someone expresses Christian 
nationalist attitudes, at least not in expected ways. Indeed, in the 
models using the Smith and Adler LCA classification scheme, African 
American respondents are more (not less) likely than non-Hispanic 
white respondents to be classified as Christian nationalists, a result 
that should, at a minimum, give us pause. More importantly, though, 

FIGURE 2

Income inequality in the United States, 1913-2022 (Luxembourg Income Study, 2024).

FIGURE 3

Percentage of children earning more than parents by birth cohort, 1940–1984 (Chetty et al., 2017; Opportunity Insights, 2016).
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in all three sets of models, non-Hispanic white respondents are not 
more likely than respondents who identify as Black, Hispanic, Asian, 
or another race or ethnicity to be classified as Christian nationalists.

All studies have their limitations, and this one is no exception. In fact, 
it has already highlighted one such limitation: cross-sectional survey data 
cannot capture all possible factors that lead some to find Christian 
nationalism appealing. In light of this, it briefly explored four factors that 
may have contributed to the recent (re)emergence of Christian 
nationalism in the U.S. All four deserve more detailed and systematic 
analyses, in particular, ones that definitively demonstrate whether a tie 
between any or all of the four factors and Christian nationalism exists. 
Needless to say, these four do not exhaust the possible causes of Christian 
nationalism, but it will be up to others to tease out what those might be. 
Another limitation is the paper’s reliance on a single survey. Other surveys 
with potentially “better” questions exist (Gorski and Perry, 2022; Perry 
et al., 2023), and an analysis of them may yield different results from those 
here (e.g., finding that White respondents are likelier to embrace Christian 
nationalism). Notably, though, studies that have used these surveys have 
created a scale similar to Whitehead and Perry’s, raising many of the same 
methodological concerns discussed earlier. To better test whether 
American Christian nationalism is coded to promote white racism, future 
studies can take a lead from the suggestion of Li and Froese (2023, p. 793): 
create a survey item that specifically asks respondents if America would 
be  a better nation if the federal government declared it a white 
Christian nation.

Nothing in this study should be interpreted to suggest that white 
Christian nationalism is a myth. It is not, and some white Christian 
nationalists have few, if any, qualms about using violence to achieve 
political ends (Hoffman and Ware, 2024). Instead, what the results suggest 
is that we should view white Christian nationalism as a subset of those 
who express Christian nationalist sentiments. How large or how small this 
subset may be is difficult to determine. It is probably larger than the 1 % 
of Americans classified as Christian nationalists who express support for 
white nationalism, but it certainly does not include the 15 to 20 percent 
who harbor Christian nationalist views. Unfortunately, the portion of the 
15 to 20 percent who are not white Christian nationalists are often lumped 
together with those who are and then unfairly (unhelpfully) labeled racist. 
A better strategy for those concerned about Christian nationalism’s 
potentially harmful influence would be  to address the underlying 
dynamics that have given rise to Christian nationalism. Here, we have 
considered four—the feeling of being economically and culturally left 
behind, the hubris of those who have benefitted from technocratic 
liberalism, the loss of purpose and the rise in deaths of despair, and the 
appeal of transcendent stories like nationalism—but there are almost 
certainly others. Indeed, until factors such as these are addressed, it is 
likely that the dark gods will continue to rise up from below.
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