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Only One Nation Under God:
How White Christian Nationalism and Racial
Threat Can Drive Sustained Extremist Belief
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Abstract

Throughout American history, racial status threat has materialized
into White Christian nationalism. From the historical tie between
support for the Ku Klux Klan and fear of the US unbecoming a Christian
nation, to the Obama years, fear of future racial diversification has
been deeply connected with White Christian nationalist sense of
identity. Today, concern over race-mixing and diversification has
burgeoned into support for Donald Trump and the Republican Party.
The purpose of this research is to discuss how racial status threat is
materializing and motivating extreme views across the country, and
to empirically validate how White Christian nationalism can drive
extremism and increased democratic erosion. The findings of this
paper split into two groups: among the most expressively Christian
nationalists, concerns about the changing country drive up support
for use of political violence to protect their sense of a White Christian
Nation. Among White Christians, it becomes apparent that the idea
of future racial diversification leads to more polarized, racially
threatened, Republican-oriented, anti-democratic views. The analysis
reveals a jarring shifting of democratic norms that are increasingly
susceptible to inflammatory mis/disinformation on social media that
is likely to have an even stronger and sustained effect.
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Christian nationalism has long had resonance with White identity in the U.S.,
especially following the reaction to the Civil Rights movement and emergence of
Reaganism in the 1980s.* Scholars have drawn even stronger connections between
whiteness and Christian nationalism functionally in recent work. Ideas of “blind
patriotism,” enforcing White racial boundaries and xenophobia are all strongly
connected to White Christian nationalism.? Racial threat, as the perception of minority
encroachment on White supremacy, is a foundational motivator of White Christian
nationalist (WCN) views; such that expressions of racial threat have been associated
with upticks in support for WCN.3 An early historical iteration of this dynamic is how
Black political enfranchisement in Reconstruction led to White Christian support
for the Ku Klux Klan. Many a time, White Americans expressively would couch their
support of the Klan within concern of the United States’ unbecoming a “Christian
nation.”

Political elites have often identified the changes in the racial dynamics of the U.S.
as existential threats to whiteness, or to the U.S. being a White Christian nation.s
Prominent eugenicist Josiah Clark Nott wrote, “The superior races ought to be kept
free from all adulterations, otherwise the world will retrograde, instead of advancing,
in civilization.” Encroachment and threat in these earlier iterations of the United
States took more localized and cultural forms of concern, often related to Black
Americans increasing in number on the local level or becoming more politically
enfranchised.”

These previous expressions of concern now take a different form in modern U.S. racial
politics. Emergent initially in the Obama years of American politics, White Christian
nationalists have articulated fears about the future changes to the country as deeply
connected to their own sense of identity. This has driven support for groups like the
Tea Party, positioned in direct opposition to the Democratic Party and Obama, which
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eventually morphed into a burgeoning base of support for Donald Trump in 2016.%
To these many White Christians, President Obama as a political moment served as
harbinger as the country diversified further. Over time, deep, expressed concern
about the diversification of the U.S. took root, and strong radicalization emerged
from these concerns.® Threat from the changing demography of the U.S., at base,
is concern over race-mixing, or the usurping of a White Christian nation through
diversification, or both.

In this project, I describe next how White Christian nationalism motivates
functionally distinct reactions to racial status threat that can drive extremism and
increased democratic erosion, which is crucial to understand how it is materializing
and motivating extreme views across the country today. I go beyond this to validate
the idea empirically with a nationally representative sample of White Christian
Americans (N = 741). Through this experiment, I causally demonstrate how
activating threat drives violent support and restrictive voting attitudes by White
Americans who are more expressively Christian nationalist.

For the most expressively Christian nationalist, I find that concerns about the
changing country increase their support particularly for the use of political violence
to protect their sense of a White Christian nation. Meanwhile, on the other end of
the spectrum of White Christians, I find that activating ideas of racial diversification
among them leads to expressively more polarized, racially threatened, Republican-
oriented, and antidemocratic views. The two-pronged set of findings in this case
demonstrates a directional effect: Concern over diversification drives up support for
Republicans, while also making the most nationalist White Christians expressively
more violent.

Essentialized White Christian Nationalist Identity

The key component to the operation of threat in WCN is the essentialization of White
and Christian identities, as well as their connection to ideas of Americanness. That s,
the treatment of both categories as fixed and inherited, leading to assumptions that
as the country changes, the United States will fundamentally be altered.

Race essentialism is the belief that race is a biological, fixed property.* Strongly held
belief in this essentialism has driven eugenics, discrimination, and genocide.” In
WCN, race essentialism is linked to ideas of a Christian nation.
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Whiteness and Christianity are connected across WCN wherein the Christian
tradition is viewed as fixed unto White Americans only.*> In other words, Christianity
is heritable by way of whiteness. Racial demographic change thereby threatens both.
A diversifying U.S. is perceived to be becoming less of a White Christian nation, as
God had intended it to be. As diversification occurs, and if White Americans shrink
in number and Americans of color increase, the shifting racial demography implies
that the White Christian nation is under existential threat. Regardless of whether
non-White Americans identify as Christians, WCN contains the idea that Whites are
the only true Christians.’

This belief extends into the “great replacement” conspiracy theory. It is
foundationally about the threat posed by the diversifying country to White Christians
and often fingers Jewish Americans as the group that is intentionally carrying out the
“replacement.” In the mass American public, the conspiracy is a widely held belief
among White Christians. Beyond simple belief, it is highly correlated with Christian
nationalism.

I expect the essentialization of whiteness and Christianity to accentuate racial threat
among WCN Americans on a national level. In particular, White Christians who
are more supportive of Christian nationalism will, in my view, be more susceptible
to racial threat motivating extreme political belief (H1). Threat will causally drive
their 1) support for political violence (Hz1a), 2) contestation of results of democratic
elections (H1b), 3) support for Republican candidates (H1ic). I describe my research
design next.

Design

This study is a simple priming experiment. I randomly assign the following question,
which has been validated in a series of other studies, to activate simple ideas about
racial demographic change.’s

You may have heard about the diversification of the United
States. In at least two sentences, tell us what immediately comes
to mind when you think about racial demographic change
within the U.S.

Importantly, I am not explicitly suggesting that religion or race is being altered in
any normative way. I am asking for respondents to provide their immediate ideas
about racial demographic change. The control group does not receive this question;
instead, it moves on to a series of closed-ended measures of their political attitudes
that test my hypotheses. To analyze the results, I use a linear regression wherein I
interact the treated group of respondents with a single-item measure of Christian
Nationalist sentiment, which has also been consistently validated through a series
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of other studies.’® Within each model, I also include demographic controls for more
precision in my causal claims. Within each model, I also include demographic
controls for more precision in my causal claims. In each of the following analyses,
I give details on the interactions conducted. That is, I provide granular analyses of
how Christian Nationalist ideas interact with priming racial threat, because in each
interaction model there is an assumption of linearity.

I begin by testing how priming racial threat among White Christians influences their
support for the use of political violence. My main expectation here is that it will drive
up violent support among those with the strongest nationalist sentiment. This is
exactly what I find (estimate = 0.161, SE = 0.085, p = 0.059). I display the interaction
modeled below in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Interaction Plot for Effect of Diversification Treatment on Support for
Political Violence Moderated by Christian Nationalist Sentiment
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I find a strong positive relationship between the diversification prime and Christian
nationalism, recoded from 1—4 to 0—1 with o being low nationalism and 1 as high
nationalism (estimate = 0.161, SE = 0.085, p = 0.059). However, as mentioned above,
this could be misinterpreted due to the linearity assumption in the interaction. To
account for this, I visualize this same model with a linearity check, which shows a
sizable increase for White Americans. Those who express higher levels of Christianity
become markedly more violent when they consider the changing demographics of
the county (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Linearity Test Effect of Diversification Treatment on Support
for Political Violence Moderated by Christian Nationalist Sentiment

\ational Demographic Change Prime No Demographic Change Prime

0.5

0.4

0.3

Support for Political Violence

0.2

0.00 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00 0.00 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00
Christian Nationalism

Figure 3. Simple Slope Analysis for Diversification Treatment on WCN Moderator
on Support for Political Violence
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I supplement this with a simple slope analysis that bins each level of the moderator
in the model in direct comparison to those with the same level in the control group.
For lower levels of Christianity, I find insignificant effects of the treatment (Figure
3)—only the most expressively Christian become more violent.

For people exhibiting high levels of nationalism, I find a nearly 5 percentage point
increase in support for violence (p = 0.08), which is additively important because
White Christians with higher levels of this sentiment demonstrate a higher baseline
of support for political violence. These results contrast with my additional tests
of other sub-hypotheses, differing strongly from my other measures of political
attitudes. Across measures of 1) distrust in democratic elections, 2) intention to vote
for a Republican presidential candidate in the 2024 presidential election, 3) and
racial resentment, I find unidirectional effects across primed White Christians with
lower levels of Christian nationalist sentiment.

Figure 4. Simple Slope Analysis for Diversification Treatment on WCN Moderator
for Distrust in Democratic Elections, Intention to Vote Republican in 2024
Election, and Racial Resentment
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Importantly, the unidirectional effects I find are ceiling effects for people with the
highest levels of WCN. Plots of each of these interactions reveal that White Christians
with lower levels of Christian nationalist sentiment rise to roughly the same level of
electoral skepticism, intention to vote Republican and racial resentment. In effect,
these attitudes are all nearly identical in the magnitude of their shift (Appendix 1).

The two-pronged effect that I identify seemingly works as radicalization in the same
way, but it operates with different intentions on how to protect the White Christian
nation. White Christians with higher levels of WCN are already feeling acute racial
threat from the diversifying country. As such, they are already deeply supportive
of the Republican Party, skeptical about the efficacy of democratic elections, and
feel strong levels of racial resentment. So, when they are primed to think about
the changing country, the only place for their radicalizing attitudes to go is in
the direction of violence for the sake of protecting their identity. This is a crucial
component to thinking about susceptibility to extreme behavior. While support for
political violence on an attitudinal level does not necessarily translate into violent
behavior, it does represent a shifting set of democratic norms. Changing support for
violence is, in and of itself, a concern for the efficacy of democracy, because it can
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help to facilitate or simply explain away violent actions of others, especially in the
name of the same political ideology.”

Beyond this, there are extant ideas of religious conflict that a radicalized, threatened
person could attach their concerns to. One historical case that often emerges in WCN
iconography is the Crusades; another, more recent one is The Turner Diaries. These
serve as examples of resources that could motivate threatened, more violent White
Christians to engage in political violence or support an increased use of political
violence.*®

Meanwhile, White Christians with lower levels of WCN are significantly more
prone to being driven toward further radicalization—simply by being activated to
think about the changing country. This approach is open-ended and light, meaning
that top-of-mind sets of ideas about the diversification of the country are in and
of themselves radicalizing for White Christians generally. Elite rhetoric and mis-/
disinformation on social media that is targeted and more inflammatory are likely to
have an even stronger and sustained effect. Top-of-mind sets of ideas about these
changes might generate negative reactions, but these other forms of information can
provide threatened White Christians with targets upon which to direct their fears.
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