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Abstract 

Research shows that Americans who hold strongly to a myth about America’s Christian 

heritage―what we call “Christian nationalism”―tend to draw rigid boundaries around ethnic 

and national group membership. Incorporating theories connecting ethnic boundaries, prejudice, 

and perceived threat with a tendency to justify harsher penalties, bias, or excessive force against 

racial minorities, we examine how Christian nationalist ideology shapes Americans’ views about 

police treatment of black Americans. Analyses of 2017 data from a national probability sample 

show that adherence to Christian nationalism predicts that Americans will be more likely to 

believe that police treat blacks the same as whites and that police shoot blacks more often 

because blacks are more violent than whites. These effects are robust even when including 

controls for respondents’ religious and political characteristics, indicating that Christian 

nationalism influences Americans’ attitudes over and above the independent influences of 

political conservatism or religious parochialism. In fact, we find that religiosity influences 

policing attitudes in the opposite direction. Moreover, observed patterns do not differ by race, 

suggesting that Christian nationalism provides a cultural framework that can bolster anti-black 

prejudice among people of color as well as whites. We argue that Christian nationalism solidifies 

ethnic boundaries around national identity such that Americans are less willing to acknowledge 

police discrimination and more likely to victim-blame, even appealing to more overtly racist 

notions of blacks’ purportedly violent tendencies to justify police shootings. We outline the 

implications of these findings for understanding the current racial-political climate leading up to 

and during the Trump Presidency.  
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Between 2014 and 2015, video footage of the police killings of Eric Garner, John Crawford, 

Tamir Rice, Freddie Gray, and Walter Scott (not to mention other deaths not filmed, like Michael 

Brown’s) revealed more than a continuing trend of police violence against young black men in 

the United States. It also exposed a vast “racial perception gap” between white and black 

Americans regarding the relationship between the police and the black community (Jones 2016; 

Weitzer and Tuch 2004, 2005). While black Americans have been unjustly brutalized by the 

criminal justice system for centuries (Alexander 2012; Muller 2012; Wacquant 2000), many 

white Americans were surprised to learn about the prevalence of police brutality, while others 

were reluctant to see these cases as anything but isolated incidents that happened to be filmed, 

and, it was thought, blown out of proportion. Polling data from 2015 show that nearly half of 

white Americans believe the police treat blacks the same as whites (a higher proportion than in 

1992 just after the Rodney King decision), compared to only 14 percent of black Americans 

(Jones 2016). 

While white Americans in general may be reluctant to recognize racial discrimination in 

policing, recent polling data suggest that white evangelicals are among the most unwilling. 

Using data collected just after the Baltimore riots in April 2015, Robert Jones (2016) (p.153-

155), in his book The End of White Christian America, shows that while 74 percent of black 

Americans believe the recent police killings of black men were part of a larger trend, only 29 

percent of white evangelicals affirmed this response. Indeed, 57 percent of white evangelicals 

felt the killings were isolated events. White evangelicals have a long history of ignoring 

institutional racism in a variety of American contexts (see Emerson and Smith 2000; see also 

reviews in Edwards, Christerson, and Emerson 2013; Emerson, Korver-Glenn, and Douds 2015). 

Jones theorizes that white evangelicals’ unwillingness to acknowledge police discrimination may 
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stem from concerns about white Christians’ waning cultural and political influence in the US 

leading to a loss of empathy and increasing social rifts between them and non-whites.  

Other recent research, however, shows that the myth of America’s Christian heritage and 

identity extends beyond white evangelicals themselves, but is also found among non-evangelical 

(even irreligious) Americans (Braunstein and Taylor 2017; Bonikowski and DiMaggio 2016; 

Delehanty, Edgell, and Stewart forthcoming; Shortle and Gaddie 2015; Straughn and Feld 2010). 

Relatedly, other research finds that this “Christian nation” ideology may influence the public 

opinions of both whites and racial minorities similarly on issues like Muslim immigration 

(Merino 2010; Shortle and Gaddie 2015) and even policing (Davis 2018). This suggests that the 

link Jones identifies between being white and evangelical and views toward police treatment of 

blacks may have less to do with white evangelicals’ racial identity or religious tradition per se, 

but depends primarily on the underlying, historical connection they often draw between 

Christianity and America―what may be termed “Christian nationalism”1 (Davis 2018; Gorski 

2017; McDaniel, Nooruddin, and Shortle 2011; Perry and Whitehead 2015a; Yukich 2013).  

Our study directly tests this thesis by examining how Christian nationalism influences 

white and non-white Americans’ views toward police treatment of blacks. Previous research 

affirms that Christian nationalism is associated with drawing more rigid boundaries around 

ethnoracial (Edgell and Tranby 2010; Perry and Whitehead 2015a, 2015b) and national (Edgell 

and Tranby 2010; McDaniel et al. 2011; Merino 2010; Shortle and Gaddie 2015) group 

memberships. We integrate this research with studies linking racial prejudice and perceived 

group threat with a tendency to justify harsher penalties, bias, or excessive force against people 

of color. Informed by these strands of research, we argue that adherence to Christian nationalist 

ideology not only solidifies Americans’ ethnic and national group boundaries, but does so such 
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that both white and non-white Americans alike are less willing to acknowledge racial injustice in 

policing, but, in fact, will actually be more likely to blame blacks themselves for police violence. 

The implications of our study, we argue, hold tremendous significance for our understanding of 

the contemporary racial-political climate that contributed to the election of Donald Trump and 

sustains much of his support base (Whitehead, Perry, and Baker 2018; Whitehead, Schnabel, and 

Perry forthcoming).  

BACKGROUND  

Christian Nationalism and Ethno-Racial Group Boundaries in the United States 

Though sharing similarities with “American civil religion,” Christian nationalism must be 

distinguished conceptually in several regards. Following Bellah (1967) (see also Cherry 1998; 

Gorski 2017a), American civil religion traditionally views Americans as united under a covenant 

with an ambiguously Judeo-Christian “Creator” to whom they are obliged to maintain a just and 

equitable society. Christian nationalism, by contrast, more explicitly seeks to align America’s 

national identity, iconography, and policies with an evangelical Christian God. Christian 

nationalism, in other words, wishes for national and Christian identities to be as coterminous as 

possible (Gorski 2009, 2017a). Moreover, while American civil religion has often prioritized 

“inclusiveness” and “unity” as core ideals, and thus can be reimagined to transcend ethnoracial 

boundaries (as it was during Barack Obama’s innagural addresses), Christian nationalism, from 

its inception, has been inextricably linked with white supremacy (Yukich 2013:51-52).  

Though (white) Christian nationalism has recently reemerged in the public square 

following the rise of the Tea Party movement, the Alt Right, and leading up to the election of 

Donald Trump (Gorski 2017b; Jenkins 2017a, 2017b, 2017c), Gorski (2017a) demonstrates that 

it is older than the United States itself, and in fact, its ideological tributaries are far more ancient. 
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One source is found in Americans’ identification with Old Testament Israel as God’s “chosen 

nation.” This identification has historically inclined Christian nationalists to also identify with 

God’s demand for Israel’s ethnic and racial purity through separatism, military conquest, and 

marital endogamy. Gorski (2017a, 2017b) also argues that Christian nationalism identifies with 

the apocalyptic and war-like messages addressed to God’s people in the Old and New 

Testaments, infusing national struggles with cosmic and Ultimate significance. This helps 

explain why Christian nationalism historically becomes more salient in times of heightened 

cultural, political, and military conflict. In these times, the overlapping boundary-lines of ethnic, 

racial, national, and cultural identity are sacralized and out-groups become demonized (see also 

McDaniel, Nooruddin, and Shortle 2016; McVeigh 2001; Whitehead and Scheitle 2017).  

 While Gorski has proposed that much of the explicitly racialist elements of Christian 

nationalism were attenuated somewhat after the Holocaust, others maintain that white dominance 

remains at the core of Christian nationalist ideology, and thus, for white Americans, adhering to 

Christian nationalist beliefs still implies the same desire for white racial purity and supremacy. 

The connection between white supremacy and Christian nationalist ideology is maintained at 

both institutional and social-psychological levels. At the macro-institutional level, conservative 

states like Texas (whose standards have been adopted by other states) have intentionally adjusted 

their educational curricula to simultaneously highlight America’s Christian heritage, further 

valorize its white founders, and minimize its racist past (McKinley 2010). Among grassroots 

institutions supporting these efforts, organizations like WallBuilders, founded by lobbyist David 

Barton, exist to reinforce a revisionist Christian nationalist history of America’s past, often 

proposing a reinterpretation of race relations, denying the implicit racism in Republican policies, 
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casting Democrats as the party of racism, and minimizing the oppression experienced by blacks 

in pre-Civil Rights America (for example, see Barton 2004, 2016). 

At the social-psychological level, Christian nationalism appears to buttress ethnic and 

national boundaries beyond the independent influence of either religious exclusivism or political 

conservatism. For instance, several studies (Edgell and Tranby 2010; Perry and Whitehead 

2015a, 2015b) show that adherence to Christian nationalism inclines both white and non-white 

Americans to oppose interracial family relationships, even after taking a variety of religious and 

political characteristics into account. Considering the connection between Christian nationalism 

and national group membership, McDaniel and colleagues (2011) find that Christian nationalism 

is a far stronger predictor of whites holding anti-immigrant sentiments than being an evangelical. 

In fact, the authors show that religiosity itself is correlated with more positive attitudes toward 

immigrants once Christian nationalism is accounted for. Moreover, as Muslims have gradually 

come to be perceived as a distinct “ethnic” or even “racial group” since 9/11 (Braunstein 2017; 

Saeed 2007; Sayyid 2008), studies using mixed-race samples show that Christian nationalism is 

associated with anti-Muslim prejudice and exclusionary attitudes (Merino 2010; Shortle and 

Gaddie 2015). These effects, again, are above and beyond the independent contributions of other 

religious and political characteristics, suggesting that Christian nationalism plays a unique role in 

shaping Americans’ perceptions of ethnoracial out-groups.  

While Christian nationalism has been shown to solidify ethnic and national boundaries 

and prejudice toward outsiders, recent research suggests that it also inclines adherents to respond 

decisively to perceived threats to the established social order. Drawing on a mixed-race national 

sample from 2007, Davis (2018) shows that greater adherence to Christian nationalist ideology 

predicts that Americans will show stronger support for the death penalty, for the government to 
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enforce stricter punishments for federal crime, and the belief that America should “crackdown on 

troublemakers” to maintain moral standards. Although not including racial prejudice as a focal 

variable, Davis theorizes that Christian nationalism solidifies stronger group boundaries in a way 

that makes Americans perceive deviance as a greater threat, and thus exhibit a stronger desire to 

see it punished more severely. Michelle Alexander’s (2012) historical survey of race and the rise 

of mass incarceration shows that the use of “crackdown” language has always held implicitly 

anti-black connotations (p.40-58).2 Further, Alexander (2012) argues that the ubiquity of this 

language in American discourse reinforces criminal stigma of race among white and non-white 

Americans alike. Thus, Davis’s finding that Christian nationalism is the strongest predictor of 

Americans wanting to “crackdown on troublemakers,” suggests that a racial “other,” and 

specifically black Americans, may be in the minds of many respondents. Even so, at the very 

least these findings suggest that Christian nationalist ideology tends to increase Americans’ 

willingness to view those they presume to be outsiders or deviants as inherently guity or 

deserving retribution, and therefore, more severe punishments are warranted.  

Giving greater focus to the issue of policing and punishment, the following section 

incorporates literature on ethnic prejudice and perceived group threat with a tendency to justify 

harsher penalties, bias, or excessive force against people of color explicitly.   

Prejudice, Perceived Threat, and the Appeal of Punitive, Biased, or Abusive Policing 

Research within the past few decades suggests Americans increasingly conflate “racial 

minorities” with “criminals” and ultimately show a greater desire to see harsher punishments 

doled out to the latter (criminal) as a way to control the former (racial minorities) (Barkan and 

Cohn 1994, 1998, 2005; Cohn, Barkan, and Halteman 1991; Unnever and Cullen 2007, 2010, 

2012). Barkan and Cohn (2005) contend that white Americans who draw sharper social 
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boundaries between themselves and blacks and view black Americans as violent are more likely 

to support government spending to fight crime, most likely because these whites are apt to view 

the criminal population and black population as one and the same. Other studies have also shown 

that the more white and non-white Americans typify blacks (Chiricos, Welch, and Gertz 2004) or 

Hispanics (Welch et al. 2011) as criminals, the more likely they are to support harsher penalties 

for all crime. From another angle, Pickett and Chiricos (2012) argue that white Americans who 

typify whites as being victims, along with stereotyping blacks as criminals, are also more likely 

to desire more punitive responses to deviance and trying minors as adults. And using data from 

the 1990 and 2000 General Social Survey, Unnever and Cullen (2012) (see also Unnever and 

Cullen 2007, 2010 which include mixed-race samples) note that white Americans who view 

blacks and Hispanics as more violent than whites are more likely to support the death penalty, 

again suggesting that the most severe forms of punishment (even death) are preferred when 

Americans associate racial minorities with criminality and guilt (Barkan and Cohn 1994, 1998).  

Another line of research suggests that Americans respond to perceptions of racial threat 

by increasing in their desire to punish criminals, again, as a proxy for racial minorities who are 

presumed guilty (Blalock 1967; Liska 1992). Tracing the rise of the prison boom, retributive 

punishment, and “get tough” policing tactics, historical analyses have shown these were largely 

in response to the perceived cultural, economic, and political threat posed by swelling 

populations of blacks in the urban sectors of the North (Feld 2003; Muller 2013; Wacquant 

2000). A variety of analyses confirm this tendency in the contemporary United States as well. In 

their mixed-race sample, Baumer, Messner, and Rosenfeld (2003) showed that, at the 

community-level, a higher population of blacks along with a more conservative political climate 

predicted stronger support among Americans for the death penalty. Other research has more 
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explicitly drawn the connection between perceptions of threat and a desire to see racial 

minorities punished or controlled. For example, in their path analysis, King and Wheelock 

(2007) show that an increase in the black population in a community leads to greater perceptions 

of blacks as an economic threat which then contributes to Americans holding a stronger desire to 

punish criminal offenses. Focusing on Americans’ attitudes toward Hispanics, other studies 

(Johnson et al. 2011; see also Pickett 2016; Wang 2012) indicate that a growing Hispanic 

population and perception of Hispanics as an economic and criminal threat contributes to 

Americans being more likely to support using ethnicity explicitly as a factor in determining 

sentencing decisions. 

Beyond support for greater punitiveness, researchers have also found that racial 

boundaries and prejudice shapes Americans’ views toward police use of racially-biased and 

excessive force. For example, using experimental methods, Johnson and Kuhns (2009) find that 

even when whites perceive that police officers are being racially biased, their approval of the use 

of force on white offenders decreases, but not for black offenders. Similarly, Silver and Pickett 

(2015) demonstrate that being white and holding anti-black prejudices predicted greater support 

for police use of “excessive force,” and that this effect held across conservatives, moderates, and 

liberals. Taken together with prior research on how race intersects with perceptions of threat to 

shape attitudes toward police conduct (Barkan and Cohn, 1998; Weitzer 1999; Weitzer and Tuch 

2004, 2005), these studies underscore Americans’ willingness to justify racially-biased or 

excessive use of force by police when the “offender” in their mind is more likely to be non-

white, and black in particular.  

To summarize, a large body of research suggests that Americans―whites in particular, 

but also non-whites―are more likely to support the government enforcing stricter penalties 
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(even death), as well as biased and excessive use of force, when they (1) associate racial 

minorities with criminality and (2) feel their cultural, political, or economic status is threatened 

by that racial minority group.  

Expectations Regarding Christian Nationalism and Americans’ Attitudes toward Police 

Treatment of Blacks 

Incorporating Davis’s (2018) findings with other threads of research already surveyed, 

we theorize that Christian nationalist ideology will influence Americans to be less willing to 

recognize racially-discriminatory treatment from police. We anticipate this relationship given 

that prior research demonstrates Christian nationalism is associated with greater antipathy toward 

racial minorities and heightens perceptions of normative threats inclining them to favor greater 

punitiveness (even death) for offenders. Thus, more concretely, we expect that Americans―both 

white and non-white alike―who hold more strongly to Christian nationalist beliefs will be (1) 

more likely to believe the police treat black Americans equally to whites and (2) more likely to 

blame blacks themselves for their deaths at the hands of police. 

METHODS 

Data 

The data for our study come from the 2017 Baylor Religion Survey (BRS), a national 

random sample of American adults administered in partnership with Gallup. This data source is 

ideal in that it contains a host of measures related to Christian nationalism, as well as indicators 

of Americans’ attitudes toward police treatment of blacks. The 2017 BRS was a self-

administered paper and pen survey that used a mail-based collection. The sample was selected 

using ABS (Address Based Sample) methodology based on a simple stratified sample design. 

The ABS method addresses the ongoing coverage problems of telephone-based samples. A 
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stratified sampling design was employed to ensure adequate representation for various sub-

populations. A total of 1,501 surveys were completed and returned from an original sampling 

frame of 11,000, resulting in a 13.6 percent response rate.
3 Sample weights, constructed to match 

known demographic parameters of the U.S. adult population, are employed throughout the 

following analyses. In order to avoid the potential bias that listwise deletion of missing cases 

may introduce, we employed multiple imputation (MI) techniques to account for missing data.4  

Measures 

Views on police treatment of blacks. The dependent variables are constructed from two 

questions that ask respondents to indicate their level of agreement with the following statements: 

“Police officers in the United States treat blacks the same as whites” and “Police officers in the 

United States shoot blacks more often because they are more violent than whites.” Possible 

response options range from “Strongly agree” to “Strongly disagree”. Responses to each 

question were coded such that 1 = Strongly agree or Agree and 0 = all other responses. In our 

sample, 35.3 percent agree that “Police officers in the United States treat blacks the same as 

whites” (see Table 1). Similarly, 31.0 percent of all respondents agree that “Police officers in the 

United States shoot blacks more often because they are more violent than whites”. 

Christian nationalism. In order to measure Christian nationalism, we create an additive 

index comprised of six different questions that ask respondents to indicate their level of 

agreement with the following statements: “The federal government should declare the United 

States a Christian nation,” “The federal government should advocate Christian values,” “The 

federal government should enforce strict separation of church and state” (reverse coded), “The 

federal government should allow the display of religious symbols in public spaces,” “The 

success of the United States is part of God’s plan,” and “The federal government should allow 
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prayer in public schools.” Possible response options for each question range on a five point scale 

from (1) “Strongly disagree” to (5) “Strongly agree” with (3) “Undecided” as the middle 

category. Possible scores on the index range from 6 to 30. The index has a Cronbach’s α = 0.86 

indicating fairly high reliability. The mean for the Christian nationalism index is 17.56 with a 

standard deviation of 6.4.  

Control variables. In order to ensure the association between Christian nationalism and 

policing attitudes among Americans is nonspurious and robust, we include a number of control 

variables. Socio-demographic controls include age (in years), gender (1 = women), marital status 

(1 = married), race/ethnicity (white [reference category], black, Hispanic, other race) , size of 

place (1 = urban), region of the country (Northeast, Midwest, South [reference category], West), 

education (1 = 8th grade or less to 9 = Post-graduate), and income (1 = $10,000 or less to 7 = 

$150,001 or more). We also control for political and religious conservatism by including 

measures for political ideology (1 = extremely liberal to 7 = extremely conservative) and 

political party (Republican [reference category], Independent, Democrat). To control for 

religious commitment and conservatism we include measures for religious behavior using an 

index comprised of standardized and summed responses to frequency of religious service 

attendance, scripture reading, and prayer. We also control for measures of theological 

conservatism including the degree to which respondents think the word “punishing” describes 

God (1 = “Not at all” to 4 = “Very well”) and if respondents interpret the Bible literally.5 Finally, 

to ensure that Christian nationalism is not simply a proxy for “white evangelical,” we account for 

religious affiliation using a series of dummy variables: evangelical Protestants (reference 

category), mainline Protestants, Black Protestants, Catholics, other religions (including Jewish 

respondents) and the religiously unaffiliated.6 
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[PLACE TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

Analysis 

The analysis proceeds as follows. Table 2 presents bivariate associations with each 

independent variable and our two outcome variables measuring views regarding police treatment 

of blacks. Figure 1 graphically displays the bivariate association between Christian nationalism 

and Americans’ attitudes concerning police treatment of blacks. For multivariate analyses 

presented in Table 3, we use binary logistic regression models given that both dependent 

variables are dichotomous.7 We display standardized beta coefficients so as to observe 

substantive significance and not merely statistical significance. The standardized coefficients are 

estimated as 𝐵𝑦𝑥
∗ = 𝑏𝑦𝑥(𝑠𝑥/𝑠𝑦) and using Pampel’s (2000) simplification of assuming that the 

standard deviation of logit(y) = 1.8138. We use Proportional Reduction in Error (PRE) in order 

to assess model fit. This is calculated with the Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square/-2 Log Likelihood 

Intercept Only. Because we are using imputed data, the PRE for each model is an average of the 

PRE scores across all five imputation models. Finally, Figure 2 graphs the predicted probabilities 

of Americans agreeing that 1) police treat blacks the same as whites and 2) police shoot blacks 

more often because they are more violent than whites across levels of Christian nationalism. We 

also juxtapose these trends with our religious practice measure to underscore the uniqueness of 

Christian nationalism. For each predicted probability equation, we set all other measures in the 

model to their respective means. 

RESULTS 

At the bivariate level (Table 2), the measures associated with whether Americans believe 

that police treat blacks and whites equally or that the police shoot blacks because they are more 

violent than whites are entirely as one might expect. Americans who are less educated, identify 
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as Republican, politically conservative, more religious, biblical literalists, and affiliated with a 

religious group (as opposed to no affiliation) are all more likely to affirm both views about the 

police treatment of blacks. Americans who are older, white, live in non-urban areas, live outside 

the Northeast, and evangelical are also more likely to affirm only that police treat blacks equally 

to whites, while Americans who are male, are not from the West, or have a punishing view of 

God are more likely to believe the police shoot blacks because they are more violent than whites. 

Regarding our focal predictor, Christian nationalism is moderately and positively associated with 

believing that police treat blacks equally to whites (r = 0.295; p < .001) and that the police shoot 

blacks because they are more violent than whites (r = 0.195; p < .001). As Figure 1 shows, these 

associations are roughly linear―increasing levels of Christian nationalism correspond with 

greater agreement that police treat blacks the same as whites and police shoot blacks more often 

because they are more violent than whites.  

[PLACE TABLE 2 FOLLOWED BY FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

 Turning to the multivariate analyses, Model 1 in Table 3 examines the association of all 

control variables with Americans’ likelihood of agreeing that police officers in the United States 

treat blacks the same as whites. Women, political conservatives, and biblical literalists are more 

likely to agree that police officers in the United States treat blacks the same as whites. Blacks, 

Hispanics, and Americans of multiple races or another race are less likely to agree than are 

whites. Compared to Republicans, Independents and Democrats are less likely to agree with that 

statement.  

Model 2 in Table 3 includes the Christian nationalism measure, which turns out to be the 

strongest predictor in the model. Increasing levels of Christian nationalism are significantly 

associated (β = 0.30; p<.001) with a greater likelihood of agreeing that police officers in the 
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United States treat blacks the same as whites. For every unit increase on the Christian 

nationalism index, the odds of agreement increase nine percent. This translates to almost a 58 

percent increase in odds of agreement for a one standard deviation increase above the mean on 

the Christian nationalism scale (scoring a 23.98 instead of 17.56), net of the effects of all the 

control variables. Identical to Model 1, political conservatives, blacks, Hispanics, and other races 

(compared to whites), and Democrats (compared to Republicans) maintain significant 

associations. Women are now no longer different from men in their agreement with the policing 

measure, suggesting that Christian nationalism accounted the previously positive association. We 

now also find that Americans who report higher levels of religious activity are actually less 

likely to agree that police treat blacks and white equally.   

 Model 3 in Table 3 examines the associations between the control variables and 

agreement that police officers in the United States shoot blacks more often because they are 

more violent than whites. Here we find that women, those in the “other race” category 

(compared to whites), and married Americans are less likely to agree, as well as those who report 

high levels of education. Americans who are more politically conservative, who view God as 

“punishing”, or are mainline Protestants (compared to evangelical) are all more likely to agree.   

 Model 4 includes the Christian nationalism measure, which is significant and the second 

strongest predictor in the model behind only political conservatism. Specifically, increasing 

levels of Christian nationalism are positively associated (β = 0.18; p<.01) with a greater 

likelihood of agreeing that police officers shoot blacks more often because they are more violent 

than whites. In fact, a one standard deviation increase above the mean on the Christian 

nationalism index equates to a 32 percent increase in the odds of agreeing that police shoot 

blacks more often because they are more violent than whites. Similar to Model 3, gender, marital 
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status, other race, education, political conservatism, viewing God as “punishing”, and affiliating 

as Mainline Protestant are all significantly associated.8 We again also find―with marginal 

significance―that Americans who report higher levels of religious activity are less likely to 

believe police officers shoot blacks more often because they are more violent than whites. 

 In ancillary analyses we explored interaction effects between Christian nationalism and 

race/ethnicity (results available upon request). None of the interactions were significant for either 

dependent variable, and thus, it seems that Christian nationalism influences the policing attitudes 

of non-white Americans similar to those of white Americans.  

Figure 2 illustrates the robust relationship between Christian nationalism and Americans’ 

attitudes toward police treatment of blacks. Overall, increases in Christian nationalism 

correspond with a greater probability of agreeing that police treat blacks the same as whites 

(Figure 2, Panel A) and that police shoot blacks more often because they are more violent than 

whites (Figure 2, Panel B). Even when accounting for a host of control variables―including a 

variety of religious and political characteristics―Americans who score just one standard 

deviation above the mean for Christian nationalism are almost twice as likely to agree that police 

treat blacks the same as whites compared to Americans who score one standard deviation below 

the mean. Similarly, Americans who score just one standard deviation above the mean on the 

Christian nationalism index are much more likely to agree that police officers shoot blacks more 

often because they are more violent than whites than those who score one standard deviation 

below the mean.  

Panels A and B in Figure 2 also demonstrate that Americans who are more religiously 

active are less likely to agree with either statement. The direction of this association is clearly 

opposite from that of Christian nationalism. The probability of Americans agreeing that police 
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officers treat blacks the same as whites decreases from .58 to .44 when moving from one 

standard deviation below the mean for religious practice to one standard deviation above the 

mean for religious practice. The same is true for the probability of agreement that police officers 

shoot blacks more often because they are more violent than whites. With our expectations 

regarding Christian nationalism strongly affirmed, we address the broader implications of these 

findings below. 

[PLACE TABLE 3 FOLLOWED BY FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Why do many Americans seem relatively unwilling to acknowledge police discrimination 

against black Americans in the United States? Our article tests whether Americans who hold 

strongly to a myth about America’s supposed Christian heritage―what we call Christian 

nationalism―are more likely to ignore police discrimination against blacks or actually blame 

blacks themselves for police violence. Our findings using data from a mixed-race probability 

sample of Americans suggest that this is indeed the case. Americans who hold more strongly to 

Christian nationalist ideology were more likely to believe that the police treat white and black 

Americans equally and they are more likely to believe that the police shoot blacks more often 

than whites because they are more violent than whites. Indeed, along with political conservatism, 

holding more strongly to Christian nationalism was among the strongest predictors for both 

outcomes. Moreover, the effects of Christian nationalism hold even when we control for a 

variety of measures for religious and political conservatism, suggesting that Christian 

nationalism, while certainly related to those two factors, has a unique and independent influence 

on Americans’ racial attitudes, and specificially, how race intersects with the criminal justice 

system. And relatedly, our tests for interactions with race revealed that the association between 
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Christian nationalism and our policing attitudes measures did not differ significantly between 

whites and any racial minority groups. Thus, Christian nationalism seems to bolster anti-black 

prejudice for non-whites as well as whites.   

  There are several important implications of our findings for future research on the 

intersections of religion, race, and Americans’ divided opinions on racial injustice in policing. 

First, while Christian nationalist ideology was associated with both measures of Americans’ 

attitudes toward police treatment of blacks, it was more strongly associated with Americans 

believing that the police treat blacks and whites equally than it was for believing that the police 

shoot blacks because blacks are more violent than whites (see the differences in Figures 1 and 2). 

It could be that Christian nationalism inclines Americans toward more subtle forms of racial 

boundary formation (in this case, defending the moral goodness of a white-dominated criminal 

justice system) more than it inclines them toward overt forms of prejudice, though it seems to do 

this as well. Future research would benefit from a variety of outcome measures that could tap 

different dimensions of Americans’ perceptions about racial injustice in policing to more fully 

unpack these relationships. 

Another important point to emphasize is that, with Christian nationalism considered, 

evangelicals were no different from other Americans on their beliefs that the police treat whites 

and blacks equally and were only (weakly) different from mainline Protestants in agreeing that 

police shoot blacks because they are more violent than whites. Previous research argues that the 

racial attitudes exhibited by white evangelicals may stem from the particularities of that 

subculture (Emerson and Smith 2000) or from that group feeling threatened (Jones 2017). Our 

findings, however, suggest that Americans’ attitudes toward race and policing have less to do 

with affiliating with a particular religious tradition and more to do with the underlying ideology 
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about America’s religious (and racial) identity that unites those Americans. Even more 

significantly, Americans who were more religious (measured in terms of worship attendance, 

prayer, and sacred text reading) were actually less likely to affirm our race and policing measures 

once we controlled for Christian nationalism. Consistent with Yukich’s (2013) description of 

devout-but-progressive Christian activists groups, religious commitment itself does not 

necessarily drive Americans toward ethnoracial boundaries, prejudice, and perceived group 

threat. Just the opposite, in this case. The influence of Christian nationalism on Americans’ 

views regarding the police treatment of blacks reflects something entirely different from 

religiosity. Yet neither does Christian nationalism seem to be a proxy for Americans merely 

being politically conservative or belonging to the Republican party. While these were also strong 

predictors of affirming that police treat blacks and whites equally or that police shoot blacks 

because they are more violent, Christian nationalism remains a substantively significant 

predictor. Indeed, the fact that the effect of political conservatism on our two outcomes is 

reduced somewhat when Christian nationalism is included suggests that Christian nationalism 

likely contributes to the dominant ideology undergirding political conservatism to begin with. 

 Importantly, our study also shows that Christian nationalism seems to influence the racial 

attitudes of people of color similar to the way it does for white Americans, at least in terms of 

their estimation of racial bias in policing. For instance, while blacks, Hispanics, and those in the 

“other race” category were less likely than whites to believe the police treat whites and blacks 

the same, our tests for interactions showed that the effects of Christian nationalism on this 

outcome did not differ for these groups from that of whites. Similar to what Davis (2018) shows 

in his recent study of Christian nationalism and racially-coded punitiveness, it could be that 

Christian nationalism, while certainly bolstering white supremacy in effect, represents a set of 
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cultural tropes and ideals that does not require those who espouse it to be white in order for it to 

influence them in the same manner. Christian nationalism as a cultural framework, thus, may 

transcend racial identiy in this way. 

This leads us to consider the specific mechanisms at work in the relationship between 

Christian nationalism and Americans’ views regarding the police treatment of blacks. While our 

data cannot completely unpack why holding strong Christian nationalist views would lead 

Americans to not only fail to recognize the unfair treatment blacks receive from police, but in 

some instances believe that black Americans deserve their deaths at the hands of police, previous 

research helps us connect the dots theoretically. Studies have shown that the merging of national 

and religious identities in Christian nationalism leads Americans to draw sharper social 

boundaries as a whole, and especially around their ethnic and national group membership (e.g., 

Edgell and Tranby 2010; McDaniel et al. 2011; Merino 2010; Perry and Whitehead 2015a, 

2015b; Shortle and Gaddie 2015; Whitehead and Perry 2015). And a large body of research has 

shown that Americans who hold prejudicial attitudes or draw sharper ethnoracial boundaries are 

more likely to favor harsher penalties, bias, or excessive force against offenders, largely because 

racial minorities and criminals have beome synonymous in their minds (Barkan and Cohn 1994, 

1998, 2005; Johnson and Kuhns 2009; Silver and Pickett 2015; Unnever and Cullen 2007, 2010, 

2012). And most recently, research has shown that Christian nationalism influences Americans 

to want the government to respond to crime and deviance with harsher penalties, and affirm 

language suggesting that black Americans are the implied target of these penalties (Davis 2018). 

Together, these different strands of research suggest that Christian nationalist ideology 

influences Americans to draw sharper ethnic boundaries such that they are more likely to see 
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black Americans as outsiders and deviants, and therefore, deserving of whatever treatment they 

receive from the police.  

 One avenue for future research on Christian nationalism would be the extent to which its 

connections to issues of race and government authority may be changing over time in ways that 

are consistent with what we have argued here. Gorski (2017a) suggests that Christian nationalism 

tends to become more salient within times of great culture, economic, or military tension. Along 

with others, we have argued that Christian nationalism is inextricably linked with white racial 

domination, and thus we propose that the link between ethnoracial boundaries and Christian 

nationalism becomes more salient within periods marked by heightened racial, political, and 

cultural tension. Christian nationalism, in these instances, is called forth as a discourse to unify 

and rally Americans to a common cause. These processes may lie behind why there was a 

resurgence of Christian nationalism between 1996 and 2004 when the General Social Survey 

asked identical questions about whether being a Christian was an important aspect of being truly 

American (Bonikowski and DiMaggio 2016; Straughn and Feld 2010; Whitehead and Scheitle 

2017). Other research using identical measures of culture and national belonging between 2003 

and 2014 have already shown that religious, national, and ethnic boundaries have intensified 

between those time periods (Edgell et al. 2016), and thus, future studies must further unpack the 

transitions among the linkages we have identified here.  

Finally, our findings hold several implications for understanding the current racial-

political climate leading up to and during the Trump presidency. Prior to the widely-publicized 

police shootings of black men in 2014-2015, scholars and journalists were identifying a 

“resurgence” (Gorski 2009:91; Sides 2017; but see PRRI 2017) of Christian nationalism in the 

United States associated in many ways with the rise of the Tea Party movement and in response 
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to the Presidency of Barack Obama (Braunstein and Taylor 2017; Tope et al. 2017; Williams 

2014). Given what we have shown about the connection between Christian nationalism and 

Americans’ views toward the police treatment of blacks, it would be reasonable to suggest that a 

public outcry against systemic, country-wide racial injustice in policing would illicit a defensive 

reaction from white adherents to Christian nationalism, such that they would align themselves 

with movements to valorize the religious and moral history of their nation. They found such a 

movement in Trump’s election campaign (Jenkins 2017b, 2017c; McElwee and McDaniel 2017; 

Schaffner, MacWilliams, and Nteta 2018; Sides 2017; Whitehead et al. 2018). 

Even post-election, the intersections of (white) Christian nationalism, Trump, and racial 

justice in policing were on dramatic display in September 2017 when President Trump and his 

supporters directed harsh criticisms toward NFL players for kneeling during the national anthem 

as a way to raise awareness about police brutality. Trump referred to any kneeling players as a 

“son of a bitch” and called for their firing, rallying many of his white supporters to agree. One 

such supporter, an evangelical pastor, Robert Jeffress, said on Fox & Friends:  

These players ought to be thanking God that they live in a country where they’re not only 

free to earn millions of dollars every year, but they’re also free from the worry of being 

shot in the head for taking a knee like they would be if they were in North Korea. And I 

think tens of millions of Americans agree with President Trump when he says they ought 

to be called out for this. (September 25, 2017). 

  

Here we see a defense of America’s moral superiority to other nations, a superiority that black 

Americans (the vast majority of NFL players kneeling) ought to “thank (the Christian) God” for, 

and a total unwillingness to recognize the reason for their protest―violence toward blacks at the 

hands of police. As Jeffress opines, this is how tens of millions of Americans feel, including the 

President himself. We would be remiss if we did not point out the cruel irony that pastor Jeffress 

states that black Americans ought to thank God that here they will not be “shot in the head” as 
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they would in North Korea, when the NFL players’ protest, in fact, arose from the reasonable 

fear that they will be shot in the head by police here in the United States.9 
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NOTES 

1 While the term “Christian nationalism” has at times been used to refer to specific 

organized movements to promote white Christian-nationalist discourses and theocratic policies in 

various Western nations (Barkun 1997), here we mean the term to refer to a more generalized 

ideology and discourse in the United States and not localized to a specific, self-reflective 

organization of “Christian nationalists.” 

2 Alexander (2012) writes, “As the rules of acceptable discourse 

changed…segregationists distanced themselves from an explicitly racist agenda. They developed 

instead the racially sanitized rhetoric of ‘cracking down on crime’―rhetoric that is now used 

freely by politicians of every stripe” (p.43). 

3 While this response rate is lower than desirable, it exceeds the average response rate for 

public opinion polls (Pew Research Center 2012), and recent scholarship establishes that the 

accuracy of parameter estimates are minimally related to response rates (American Association 

for Public Opinion Research 2008; Singer 2006). Furthermore, a recent analysis demonstrates 

that surveys weighted to match population demographics provide accurate data on most political, 

economic, and social measures (Pew Research Center 2012). Finally, we provide a comparison 

of a number of measures of the 2017 BRS to the 2016 General Social Survey. While some small 

differences exist, the estimates from the 2017 BRS compare quite favorably. While some 

variation is evident, the overall comparison is quite similar (see Supplementary Table 1). 

4 Using SAS 9.3, this procedure generates five imputations using multiple Markov Chains 

based on all variables included in the models, resulting in an overall N of 7,505 (1,501 x 5). All 

analyses draw on the MI datasets. The results reported in Tables 2 and 3 use the MI ANALYZE 
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procedure in SAS. It combines all the results from the five imputations generating overall 

estimates, standard errors, and significance tests. 

5 In ancillary analyses we examined an “active” image of God scale (Froese and Bader 

2010), in addition to the “punishing” image of God measure used in previous research on 

punitive attitudes. The “active” image of God measure was non-significant in all models except 

model 4, and does not alter the findings presented below either statistically or substantively. We 

encourage future research on God images to explore this finding that is beyond the purview of 

the current study. 

6 Given the large number of religion and politics control variables included in our 

models, we ran a host of collinearity diagnostics to ensure multicollinearity was not adversely 

affecting our results. First, while binary logistic regression results are presented below, we also 

checked the variance inflation factor (VIF) scores for all variables across all models using 

Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression models, a strategy recommened by Allison (2001). We 

find that across all of our models, no VIF scores exceed 2.84, well below the standard cut-off of 

10. Second, none of the bivariate correlations between independent variables included in our 

models exceed the classic cut-off point of 0.70. Finally, we rotated various religion and politics 

control variables in and out of our models presented below to ensure there was not evidence of 

sign-switching, a signal of possible multicollinearity issues. We found no evidence; all of the 

independent variables maintained an identical direction of association to the results presented 

below. 

7 We also performed additional analyses using the original coding of each dependent 

variable (1 = Strongly disagree to 4 = Strongly agree) and OLS regression modeling. Across all 

four models presented below, there are no substantive differences when using this alternate 
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modeling strategy (results available upon request). Christian nationalism is still strongly and 

significantly associated with views of police treatment of blacks. Given that we are not making 

claims that Christian nationalism will make respondents more likely to “Strongly agree” rather 

than “Agree”, or “Disagree” rather than “Strongly disagree”, but rather that Christian nationalism 

will make respondents more likely to “Strongly Agree” or “Agree” versus “Strongly disagree” or 

“Disagree”, we contend dichotomizing the dependent variables and using binary logistic 

regression modeling is the ideal modeling strategy. 

8 While not the focal variable in these analyses, we found it curious that mainline 

Protestants were more likely than evangelicals to agree that police shoot blacks because blacks 

are comparatively violent. In the bivariate correlations (Table 2), mainline Protestants are not 

significantly different from others on either policing outcome. Thus, we re-ran all of our models 

while cycling out predictor variables to discern whether a variable served as a surpressor (results 

available upon request). With all other controls in place, mainline Protestants do not differ 

significantly from evangelicals in their policing attitudes until biblical literalism and/or viewing 

God as “punishing” are included in models. Thus, it seems that once we hold constant dogmatic 

fundamentalism, evangelicals are in fact less likely to affirm anti-black stereotypes about police 

violence.  

9 This reality was made more salient on August, 26th 2017 when Seattle Seahawks player 

Michael Bennett was violently detained by Las Vegas police, one of whom pointed a gun at his 

head. Police were responding to reports of gunshots and racially profiled Bennett. Recounting 

the experience at a press conference, Bennett explained, “Any moment I could’ve made the 

wrong decision and whether…moved or felt like I was resistant or doing something wrong 

and…the Seahawks would be wearing the patch with number 73 on it.” 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics  

  Full Sample 

Variables Description Mean or % SD 

Police Treatment 1=Police officers treat blacks same as whites 35.3 --- 

Police Shooting 1=Police officers shoot blacks more often b/c 

they more violent than whites 
31.0 --- 

Christian Nationalism Index; Min=6 to Max=30 17.56 6.42 

Age In years; Min=17 to Max=98 49.6  

Women 1=Women 52.2 --- 

White 1=White (non-Hispanic) 64.8 --- 

Black 1=Black (non-Hispanic) 10.1  

Hispanic 1=Hispanic 15.0  

Other race 1=Other or multiple races 10.1  

Married 1=Married 50.3 --- 

Urban 1=Urban 24.1 --- 

Northeast 1=Northeast 17.5 --- 

Midwest 1=Midwest 21.5 --- 

South 1=South 37.2 --- 

West 1=West 23.8 --- 

Education 1=8th grade or less to 9=Post-grad degree 5.13 2.28 

Income 1=$10,000 or less to 7=$150,001 or more 4.19 1.76 

Republican 1=Republican (contrast) 29.8 --- 

Independent 1=Independent 33.5 --- 

Democrat 1=Democrat 36.7 --- 

Political 

Conservatism 

1=Extremely liberal to 7=Extremely 

conservative 
4.14 1.50 

Religious Practice Index; Min=-3.87 to Max=4.42 -.266 2.60 

God Punish Punishing describes God 1=Not at all, 

4=Very well 
1.95 .96 

Biblical Literalist 1=Biblical literalist 19.2 --- 

Evangelical  1=Evangelical Protestant (contrast) 28.9 --- 

Mainline 1=Mainline Protestant 12.3 --- 

Black Protestant 1=Black Protestant 7.0  

Catholic 1=Catholic 25.1 --- 

Other 1=Other 8.4 --- 

None 1=Unaffiliated 18.1 --- 

Source: 2017 Baylor Religion Survey (Weighted MI data) 
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Table 2. Correlations between Dependent and Independent Variables (White Respondents Only) 

 Police Treatment Police Shooting 

Christian Nationalism .295*** .195*** 

Age .100*** .038 

Women -.010 -.095*** 

White .215*** .029 

Black -.165*** -.009 

Hispanic -.064* .044 

Other race -.101** -.089** 

Married .052 -.043 

Urban -.087** -.025 

Northeast -.077** -.007 

Midwest .056 .011 

South .017 .054 

West -.005 -.065* 

Education -.102*** -.124*** 

Income .013 -.036 

Republican .313*** .136*** 

Independent -.017 -.017 

Democrat -.284*** -.112*** 

Political Conservatism .355*** .253*** 

Religious Practice .116*** .065* 

God Punish .073 .122** 

Biblical Literalist .138*** .073* 

Evangelical  .163*** .030 

Mainline .005 .033 

Black Protestant -.119*** .007 

Catholic .023 .034 

Other -.050 -.025 

None -.096*** -.095*** 

Source: 2017 Baylor Religion Survey (Weighted MI data); *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Table 3. Logistic Regression Models Predicting Americans’ Views about Police Treatment of Blacks 

 Police officers in the United States treat blacks the 

same as whites 

Police officers in the United States shoot blacks more 

often because they are more violent than whites 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

 β OR β OR β OR β OR 

Christian 

Nationalism 
--- --- 

.30*** 1.09 
--- --- 

.18** 1.05 

Age -.07 --- -.09† .99 .00 --- -.01 --- 

Women .08* 1.33 .05 --- -.09* .72 -.11** 0.68 

Married -.03 --- -.03 --- -.11** .67 -.11** 0.67 

Black -.29*** .17 -.28*** .18 -.02 --- -.01 --- 

Hispanic -.14*** .49 -.15*** .48 .06 --- .06 --- 

Other race -.16** .38 -.18** .33 -.10* .55 -.11* 0.51 

Urban -.01 --- .00 --- -.01 --- -.01 --- 

Northeast -.08 --- -.06 --- -.03 --- -.02 --- 

West .05 --- .06 --- -.08† .72 -.07† 0.74 

Midwest .01 --- .01 --- -.03 --- -.03 --- 

Education -.07† .95 -.05 --- -.11* .92 -.09* 0.93 

Income .02 --- .03 --- .06 --- .07 --- 

Independent -.10* .67 -.08† .74 .02 --- .03 --- 

Democrat -.25*** .39 -.22*** .44 .00 --- .02 --- 

Political 

Conservatism .33*** 1.49 .25*** 1.35 .31*** 1.46 .27*** 1.38 

Religious Practice -.05 --- -.16** .90 -.04 --- -.10† 0.93 

God Punish .05 --- .03 --- .10* 1.21 .08* 1.17 

Biblical Literalist .08* 1.47 .06 --- .00 --- -.02 --- 

Mainline .00 --- .01 --- .08* 1.60 .08* 1.59 

Black Protestant .05 --- .03 --- .03 --- .03 --- 

Catholic .04 --- .04 --- .05 --- .05 --- 

Other -.05 --- -.01 --- .05 --- .07† 1.58 

None -.02 --- .02 --- -.02 --- .01 --- 

         

Intercept -1.384*  -2.586***  -2.317***  -3.031***  
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PRE .169  .185  .087  .094  

N 1,501  1,501  1,501  1,501  
Source: 2017 Baylor Religion Survey (Weighted MI Data) 

†p<0.10, *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001 
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Figure 1: Percentage of Americans’ Agreeing with Police Treatment of Blacks Measures across Values of Christian Nationalism 
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Figure 2: Predicted Probability Lines for Christian Nationalism and Religious Practice 

Concerning Americans’ Agreement that Police Officers in the United States…  

 

A: Treat Blacks the Same as Whites 

 
 

B: Shoot Blacks More Often Because They Are More Violent Than Whites  

 
Note: For each Christian nationalism predicted probability line, all variables in the model including religious 

practice are set to their means. For each religious practice predicted probability line, all variables in the model 

including Christian nationalism are set to their means. 
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