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ABSTRACT

This thesis presents descriptive and explanataglads of both non-theism, the lack of
belief in the existence of supernatural agents,stirathg atheism, the moral opposition to
such beliefs on the grounds that they are both fuiand signs of weak character.
Based on my fieldwork with non-theist groups andividuals in the United States,
United Kingdom, and Denmark, an online survey c#ra®,000 non-theists from over 50
countries, and theories from both the social arghitive sciences, | offer a new account
of why nations with low economic and normative #igseproduce high levels of non-
theism. This account is offered in place of thenown explanation that religious beliefs
provide comfort in threatening circumstances, whishow to be both anthropologically
and psychologically problematic.

My account centres on the role of threats, botktertial and normative, in increasing
commitment to ingroup ideologies, many of which légious, and the important role of
witnessing displays of commitment to religious bfiin producing such beliefs in each
new generation. In environments with low levelgpefsonal and normative threat,
commitment to religious ideologies decreases, msitrireasons for religious participation
decrease, and superstitious actions decreasen @igdhuman tendency to believe the
communications of others to the extent that theybacked up by action, such a decrease
in displays of commitment to religious beliefs Isdd increased non-theism in the span
of a generation.

In relation to strong atheism, | document a coti@ta both geographical and
chronological, between strong atheism and the poesef religious beliefs and demands
in the public sphere. | then offer an explanatbthis correlation based on the effects of
threats against a modern normative order charaeteby philosopher Charles Taylor as
a system of mutual benefit and individual liberty.
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Introduction

Non-Theism and Strong Atheism

In November of 2006, contributing editor\Wired magazine, Gary Wolf, published an
article on what he called “the new atheism” (Wd@0DB). In it, Wolf outlined the rise in
the notoriety of atheism in Western countries m phevious five years, describing not
only his visits to atheist and religious groups lhistinterviews with three of the most
well-known atheists, all of which had recently wett books questioning both the
veracity and the moral status of religion: RichBailvkins (2006), Sam Harris (2004,
2006), and Dan Dennett (2006).

Wolf accurately describes the intellectual andahposition of these individuals,
and of many self-identifying “atheists” in the modé&Vest. For many atheists, religious
beliefs are not only mistaken and religious pragtiare not only a waste of time, but
such beliefs and practices are also fundamentaltydral. They are considered immoral
in that they are thought to cause a great deahwhho both individual minds (many
atheists | spoke with likened teaching childrebétieve in God/gods to child abuse) and
to society (Sam Harris and many other atheistsedgpous extremism in an age of
nuclear weapons as a recipe for, as one atheistrte] “the end of civilization).”

Wolf, himself, however, cannot agree with the “natheist” indictment of
religion. He realizes through his conversation\mawkins and Harris, “what kind of
atheist [he wants] to be,” and it is not the kihdttlabels religious beliefs in general as

harmful and likely to be the cause of the downd&thuman civilization. He



“sympathizes” intellectually with the new atheidtsit rejects both their polemics and
their “tone of certainty,” which reminds Wolf ofligious fundamentalism.

Wolf’s article was not only published in the prard online versions &Vired,
but also on many of the numerous atheist webditshiave flourished on the web in the
last five years. A perusal of the comments of¢hesbsites’ members makes clear that
not all atheists agree with Wolf's portrayal. Theshcommon objection, one present
both in online responses and in my conversatiotis sglf-identified atheists about this
and other similar articles, concerns the chargedtieists are certain, dogmatic, and
fundamentalist in a manner similar to religiousdamentalists. A commentator on
richarddawkins.net, for example asks:

“Why is it so difficult for these people to undeensd that while not being

100% sure of anything, when there's simply no entidey reason to

believe something, we should just put that somgthto an ‘imaginary'

category? It seems to be hair-splitting to peogte @won't share Dawkins'

viewpoint, but it is a ridiculously important digtition to understand. The

absence of faith is not just another version ofrdaiic faith. It's

something else entirely.”
Others argue that the “actual” meaning of the wadhetism is without gods, implying
merely the lack of belief in the existence of Godjods, and that to call “atheism”
anything more, such as a dogmatic assertion afidihheexistence of supernatural agents
or a moralistic rejection of religious values,asnistake atheism for something it is not.

| found the dynamics outlined above, with someniddials having no beliefs in
supernatural agents and also rejecting religiageimeral as harmful and dangerous,

others having no such beliefs but not seeing wtigis intrinsically harmful or

dangerous, and also some individuals having netsdl supernatural agents but still



participating in religions such as Christianityafighout the United States, the United
Kingdom, and Denmark.

| found, then, no consensus on what “atheismffitsgtailed. | did find, however,
two phenomena that many, in different places andifterent reasons, have called
“atheism.™ One phenomenon is simply the lack of belief @ éxistence of supernatural
agents. This lack of belief can be coupled wittagety of views on the moral status of
religious beliefs, behaviours, and people. A sdgamenomenon is the view that
religious beliefs are not only mistaken, but imni@rad to be opposed. Holding this
latter view automatically entails the first, buailgand again, through media pieces such
as Wolf's and the protests | heard from many s#ftified atheists, it was made clear to
me that the former view does not automatically iétie latter.

In this thesis, | will explore these two phenomehavill attempt to more fully
describe them as they exist in the sentiments atong of many modern Westerners and
also investigate how cognitive and social forcesticoute to not only their existence, but
their larger patterns of distribution. Some cowst for example, exhibit high levels of
the former but minimal levels of the latter. Sa@svoid further confusion, I will label
the phenomenon of a lack of belief in the existesfceupernatural agencies “non-

theism,” so as not to connote the anti-religioustisgents attached to the term “atheism”

! Several online commentators defending atheists ftbarges of dogmatism, for instance, frequentiptpo
to what they see as the original or actual meaaofrige word atheism, without gods. Christian thg@o
Alister McGrath, by contrast, has written a boofitead “The Twilight of Atheism” (2004) that conaes
itself only with the “movement” of atheism as naiyan intellectual but a moral battle with religioFor
McGrath, atheism is defined not merely as a ladkedief in the existence of supernatural agencyabu
specific historical movement and ideology that hatse, and, more recently, a fall.



in the minds of man§. | will label the phenomenon of both the intellegtand moral
rejection of religion as “strong atheism,” so agtophasize its ideological nature.

In my effort to explain the construction and disition of both non-theism and
strong atheism, an important first step was toaeotihrough ethnographic fieldwork and
large sociological surveys, broad geographicaldsen their presence. Some
environments, such as the Scandinavian countri®epnmark, Sweden, and Norway,
produce high levels of non-theism but low levelswwbng atheism. The Untied States,
by contrast, produces very low levels of non-theiget, among those non-theists, there
exists a high level of strong atheism.

In the United States, for example, upon my memigthat | was researching
atheism, | frequently perceived the introductionasfseness in the conversation, as
many, especially in the Midwest, felt uncomfortablen discussing atheism, much less
espousing it. On half a dozen occasions, | wasdslether or not there really are
atheists, as these individuals could not imagimeessme who “deep down,” does not
believe in the existence of the Christian God. Whaund most often in casual
conversations in the United States were theistsddsired to ask me questions about
atheism, to let me know what they see as problenaaut atheism, or to offer me
theories about why atheists had “strayed” frompitaper path of faith. Despite this
difficulty in meeting individual atheists in the ited States, finding organized groups of
atheists was much easier. A quick online seamtinstance, revealed nearly a dozen
atheist and humanist groups in the San FrancisgoABza, three of which | was able to

visit during my time there.

21t should be noted that, according to my defimitaf non-theism, self-identified agnostics quaki/non-
theists, as they do not have a belief in the ex¢gteof supernatural agents.



In Copenhagen, Denmark, by contrast, nearly epergon | spoke with either
was a non-theist or told me that many of theimfi® and colleagues were non-theists. |
could also perceive significantly less tensiondalsconversations, as despite the fact
that religious views are considered very privatétena in Denmark, whether or not one
is or is not religious is not considered by modbéd‘an issue” in social relationships.
However, of the numerous non-theists | met, fewewsmrmfortable describing
themselves as “atheists.” Most Danes | spoke shtred Wolf's sentiments and saw
“atheism” as too sure of itself and unnecessaa@igsh in its condemnation of religious
belief and practice. Several Danes made it cteand, for instance, that while they did
not think there are any supernatural agents, timaewell be “more between heaven and
earth.” Not surprisingly, given this hesitance, organiatiteism was much harder to
find in Copenhagen. A few national level athersdl Aumanist organizations had been
founded in the last five to ten years, but nonthefn had regular meetings for me to
attend, much less the weekly meetings held by suncérican organizations as the
Rationalist Society in St. Louis. Moreover, whettid discover the Copenhagen Area
Atheist Meetup Group, through the website Meetup.td discovered that the majority
of its attendees were actually American expatribw@sy in Copenhagen. There were
some native Danes in the group, but they were byeans the majority.

My observations suggest that the United Statesmakatively low number of
non-theists, but a relatively high level of stratgeism, that the Scandinavian countries

of Denmark and Sweden have a higher percentagemstheists but relatively low levels

% These experiences broadly match those of sockiltjil Zuckerman, who spent a year in Denmark
interviewing well over 100 Danes about atheism waligion (Zuckerman 2008).

* The variety of atheist groups, online and offnedi as more information about Meetup.com, can be
found in chapter eight.



of strong atheism, and that the United Kingdom cosmmewhere in between on both
non-theism and strong atheism. This suggestibad&ed up by a number of large scale
social surveys conducted over the course of tfec@tury in dozens of countries,
including Gallup polls and the nationally represgine World Values Surveys (WVS)
and European Values Surveys (EVS). In the 2001 WdtS=xample, only 46% of
Swedes and 62% of Danes answered “Yes” to theigneébDo you believe in God?
Yes/No/Don’t Know,” compared with 94% for the Urndt8tates (Norris and Inglehart
2007, 90). Similarly, sociologist Phil Zuckermaifter reviewing many of the existing
cross-national surveys, concludes that the existimgey data point to somewhere
between 43% and 80% of Danes being non-theistgndiapg on the exact wording of
the question. Conversely, Zuckerman concludesatigt3% to 9% of Americans are
non-theistic (Zuckerman 2007).

The challenge presented by the qualitative andtative data above is how to
account for these cross-national differences. Whtythe case that non-theism should be
much more prevalent in Scandinavia than anywhae=ialthe world? Why is the United
States so theistic but also in possession of sdrstiong atheist activity? If we were
able to answer these questions, we would discovehrabout how both theism and non-
theism, religion and irreligion, come about in hummainds and societies.

The most strongly supported explanation for trdierences comes from recent
work in the sociology of religion suggesting thia substantial cross-national differences
in levels of religious belief and practice are Eygattributable to differences in levels of
“security,” or to utilize the term of the two magdnoponents of the theory, political

scientists Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart, “exisial security” (Norris and Inglehart



2004). Existential security, according to Normgldnglehart, is the degree to which
individuals feel that their survival and well-beingn be taken for granted. Itis a
subjective variable that they measure accordirapjective scales of societal health
including, but not limited to, the United Natiortgiman Development Index, the GINI
coefficient for income inequality, per capita GR@ult illiteracy rate, AIDS cases per
100,000 people, infant mortality and child mortaliates, doctors per 100,000 people,
and life expectancy at birth (Norris and Inglet2004, 62). All of the above factors
produce moderate to large correlations (positiveemative in accordance with the
existential security hypothesis) with quantitatimeasures of religious participation and
prayer on the WVS in analyses of 60-75 countrigsither, after following United
Nations conventions on classifying societies asw@n, industrial, and post-industrial,
Norris and Inglehart find significant and substahdiifferences between the three types
of society on measures of the “importance of rehdiin individuals’ lives. Norris and
Inglehart also present evidence from over 50 yeamational level surveys that the
Scandinavian welfare states have seen a signifadearease in levels of “belief in God”
since the Second World War, while the United Statéth its high inequality and
minimal social welfare provisions, has not (Noaigl Inglehart 2004, 90).

Each of the above strands of evidence faces itsdifficulties. Yet, they all
point to the same conclusion: the more developeldsacure a country is, and the more
equally its resources are shared throughout itsllatipn, the less religious activity there
is in that country.

In addition to the work of Norris and Inglehahgtwork of political scientists

Anthony Gill and Erik Lundsgaarde also supports thiplanation and the specific claim



that differences in human security can not onlyplaglcount for the general world-wide
correlation, but also help explain the outliertod United States, which is both a wealthy
and highly religious country (Gill and Lundsgaa@f®4). Gill and Lundsgaarde use
only one predicting variable, the percentage aduntry’s GDP spent each year on social
welfare, as measured by the International Mondtaryd. They find a large and
statistically significant negative correlation betn social welfare spending and church
attendance in an analysis of 22 countries as wall positive correlation between welfare
spending and the “non-religious” rate of the coyntnat is, the ratio of people in the
country who on large scale national surveys idgitiEmselves as “non-religious,” a
measure encompassing affiliation and, they argeleefin addition to participation.

Both Norris and Inglehart (2004) and Gill and Lagdarde (2004) argue that
their findings help explain not only a general intgional trend but can also help account
for why the United States, among modern, post-iticdudNVestern countries, maintains
such a high level of religious belief and behavidtor Norris and Inglehart, the fact that
the United States has much more economic inequhbkity other Western nations means
that many people in the United States do not oliteérsame existential security as others
in the country. For Gill and Lundsgaarde, the thet the United States spends a much
smaller percentage of its GDP on social welfara thther Western nations has a similar
effect, producing a great many insecure individuals

Underlying this account is a psychological theofyow the environmental
factors associated with existential security canalty affect individual minds to make

those individuals more likely to participate iniggbus groups and to believe in



God/gods. For Norris and Inglehart, the answeriiehe comfort and security that
religious ideologies can provide:

“Virtually all of the world’s major religious cultes provide reassurance

that, even though the individual alone can’t untéerd or predict what lies

ahead, a higher power will ensure that things veark...this belief

reduces stress, enabling people to shut out anaietyfocus on coping

with their immediate problems. Without such a &ieiystem, extreme

stress tends to produce withdrawal reactions” (2004
Norris and Inglehart argue that human beings hawead” to feel secure and that things
will “work out,” and that, the more insecure lifeand the more it seems as if things do
not work out, the more people need the consolatdmsligious beliefs and practices.
They do not argue, however, that changes in thditons of existential security in a
country will immediately have a large impact on gopulation’s level of religiosity.
Instead, they argue that such changes in the popuhaill be gradual. The importance
an individual places on religiosity and the degrewhich they participate and hold to
religious beliefs, they argue, is the product & #mvironment in which they grew up
(2004). Thus, even for middle-aged individualStandinavia in the mid-to-late 20
century, the implementation of more extensive daegfare measures would not result
in their abandoning their religious beliefs andliafions. Rather, the next generation of

Scandinavians would grow up in a more existentisdigure environment and would feel

less “need” for religious beliefs and practices.

Remaining Questions

Both the data concerning cross-national differemeésvels of non-theism and the most

dominant explanation provided by Norris and Ingheleave many questions



unanswered. The WVS and similar surveys employedrris and Inglehart and Gill
and Lundsgaarde, for instance, are quite crude idm interested in non-theism, as they
normally only ask about “God” rather than a widarigety of supernatural agents
including ghosts and ancestor spirits and, morealenot define precisely what “God”
in the context of the question means. The questises, then, of whether or not the
“non-theists” identified in such surveys reallyKdeelief in the existence of supernatural
agencies or whether they simply reject a particacio-culturally prominent
supernatural agent, “God.” Moreover, in light adnk in the cognitive science of
religion on the possible existence of unconsciausaplicit” religious beliefs among
atheists (Bering 2006b), it is an open questioto aghether non-theists possess such
beliefs in spite of their explicit non-theism.

There are also questions surrounding the sciemdifjitimacy of the term “belief,”
which is in many cases employed non-critically withcientific accounts such as those
of Norris and Inglehart. If “beliefs” do not haae objective existence beyond our
theoretical and cultural perspectives, then a sifieaccount of what causes and
influence theism and non-theism is a futile enisgr

We are also faced with the matter of squaring‘tbenfort” explanation of Norris
and Inglehart with both anthropological and psyolyalal evidence that casts significant
doubt on the notion that individuals believe ingigus ideologies and participate in
religious groups because they find them comforéind reassuring. If the comfort
hypothesis is found lacking, how are we to explatrthe psychological level, the

compelling sociological data concerning existerggdurity and religiosity?
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Another important question is the veracity of klaithat differences in welfare
expenditures and economic inequality can explaig tmlo post-industrial nations, the
United States and Denmark, can be so radicallgmifit in their respective levels of
religiosity. The larger claim that measures ofexitial security, including income
equality and welfare expenditure, are correlatet ¥avels of religious belief and
behaviour is well supported when including both lfsa post-industrial nations and
poor, agrarian nations in the analysi8Vhat is questionable is whether or not the smalle
economic differences between the United Statesiatidns with low inequality and high
welfare spending like Denmark are enough to acctmrihe drastic differences between
these countries on measures of religiosity. ThigddrBtates is much closer in matters of
human security to nations such as Denmark thant@ nations such as Namibia. Yet,
the United States is much closer in matters ofji@dity to nations such as Namibia than
it is to nations such as Denmark. It is questiteaben, whether or not economic
variables alone can account for these differences.

We are also left with the task of explaining sg@theism and the different levels
in strong atheist activity across nations. Howwaegto explain the common moral
condemnation of religion among strong atheiststaedack of such moral condemnation
among other non-theists when a growing body ofexvie in the cognitive sciences
suggests that human beings, by virtue of their comavolutionary heritage, share a
common set of moral intuitions? Why has the moasdemnation of religion arisen in

the West, and why only in the last few centuri€sther, why do we see the strong

® In the UN’s Human Development Index, as reviewgdNbrris and Inglehart (2004), post-industrial
societies have an HDI score over .900 and a meacapita GDP of at least $29,585. Agrarian soesgti
by contrast, have HDI's of .739 or below and a mgancapita GDP of $1,098 or less.
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geographical differences in strong atheism? Whiyse prevalent in the United States
and so absent in Denmark?

Answering the questions above not only allowsousetter describe and explain
non-theism and strong atheism, but also helps w&rfwward in two important areas of
research in the social and cognitive sciences. i@pertant area to which answering
these questions will contribute is the cognitivesce of religion (CSR), which over the
past two decades has offered new, evidentially-sipg explanations of the persistence
of beliefs in the existence of supernatural agé@atghrie 1993; Boyer 1994, 2001; Atran
2002; Pyysidinen 2001; Barrett 2004; Bering 20Q8611) patterns of ritual practice
(Lawson and McCauley 1990; McCauley and Lawson 20@@tehouse 2000, 2004).
The majority of work in CSR has concerned how urgakfeatures of human cognition,
such as intuitive ontologies (Boyer 2001), agenetedtion devices (Guthrie 1993; Boyer
2001; Barrett 2004), action representation syst@ic€auley and Lawson 2002), and
mnemonic systems (Whitehouse 2004), work to makigcpkar types of beliefs and
practices more likely to survive and thrive in hunpopulations. The data presented
above concerning large cross-national differencesligiosity, however, suggest that
environmental conditions, in addition to universagnitive mechanisms, are also
responsible for the persistence of religious bglafd practices. In the Scandinavian
welfare states, for instance, the universal cogmithechanisms identified by cognitive
scientists of religion do not appear to be suffiti®r producing explicit religious beliefs
in most of the population. Answering the questipresented above concerning the
distribution of non-theism and the psychologicahayics that connect the

environmental conditions of security/insecurityidividual belief and practice can help
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move the cognitive science of religion forward ddeessing the causes of both theism
and non-theism, religion and its absence.

Another area to which answering the questionsdaakeve can contribute is the
long-standing secularization debate. Many of thenflers of the social sciences,
including Auguste Comte, Karl Marx, Emile Durkheiamd Max Weber, as well as many
social scientists in the @entury such as Bryan Wilson (1982) and Steve &¢2602),
argue that modern industrial society “causes probl&or religion” (Bruce 2002, 2). This
broad consensus came to an end in the ldte@dtury as fundamentalist movements
within Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, as welbgslethora of “new age” beliefs
flourished in modern industrialized democraciesr¢ge 1999). Many scholars,
including sociologist Peter Berger, abandoned &railarization hypothesis while others,
such as Rodney Stark and his colleagues, begague that real secularization is
impossible because of humanity’s never-ending denf@nsupernatural compensation,
such as the promise of eternal life (Stark and Baige 1987; Stark 1999).

Much of the debate between those viewing secaltoiz as real and those
viewing secularization as a myth sheds more heat light, as different scholars focus
on different phenomena under the broad headingaflarization, from the loss of
religious influence in social institutions to theging number of self-identified atheists.
Sociologist Jose Casanova laments that, “what lyspasses for a single theory of
secularization is actually made up of three veffedgnt, uneven and unintegrated
propositions: secularization as differentiatiortted secular spheres from religious
institutions and norms, secularization as decimneeligious beliefs and practices, and

secularization as marginalization of religion tpravatized sphere” (1994). Casanova
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goes on to argue that to make any progress orviegdhe secularization debate,
scholars will need to be more precise about whattiqular phenomenon they are
addressing. Only by being precise about the phenomcan all of the relevant data and
theory be gathered to fruitfully address competiagms.

Addressing the cognitive and socio-cultural cauge¢heism and non-theism
specifically targets the area Casanova labels fioeah religious beliefs and practices.”
If we can answer the questions concerning the sanfstheism and non-theism, we are in
a much better position to address the questionhetier or not “modernity,” or some

particular elements of modern society, works talpoe secularization.

Methods

In order to answer the questions | am asking is tiesis regarding non-theism and
strong atheism, | use a variety of methods inclgdmernet surveys, participant
observation, and face to face and telephone imesfi This variety allows me to obtain
both the detailed contextual information that caly@ome from fieldwork and
quantified information suitable for testing a véyief hypotheses.

Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart utilize the Wovlalues Surveys (WVS) for
their analyses of religion, existential securitydaecularization. The WVS are periodic

representative national surveys of seventy-sixonattates, including affluent, mid-level,

® | recognize that experimental methods would bealale in further testing the explanatory claimsil w
be making in this thesis and | plan to pursue stietlies in the coming years.

" Given that none of my surveys are representatidel @o not employ controlled labouratory studiés,
support that the evidence from my fieldwork andseys can give to my claims is limited. In order to
properly support my claims, large-scale represemtarveys and experimental methods will be
necessary. This thesis primarily consists in nigrofg a new account of the distribution of nonitine
around the world based on existing representatineeys and existing experimental studies, with nwo
findings providing further evidence consistent witly explanatory claims.
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and poorer countries. They are conducted by & langnber of investigators who
frequently live in the countries they are surveyamgl who administer their surveys
through face to face interviews (Norris and Ingli¢2804, WVS website).

As the work by Norris and Inglehart and by Gilbdrundsgaarde on religion and
social welfare shows, the data obtained from sadlel scale, representative surveys can
be valuable in making international comparisonsta@stng hypotheses concerning the
role of national-level data on beliefs, values, prattices. Yet, for a variety of reasons,
from the breadth of the survey to the sometimeblpratic use of language or concepts
ill-suited for a particular cultural setting, thesg@veys are quite limited in what they
reveal about the nature and causes of non-th€ldrare are only nine questions, for
example, on religious participation, values, ankel® and all are quite general.
Moreover, while religious participation and religoovalues (operationalized as “How
important is God/religion in your life”) are all rasured on a scale, beliefs in God, the
afterlife, and the soul are measured by askingydw believe in X? Yes or No?” with a
third option of “Don’t Know” going unstated but btllowed as a response. Such a
protocol fails to detect the different degreesrefdiility that people give to such
concepts.

While these issues with the concepts and questisasire all limitations in the
WVS methodology, the greatest limitation for my pases is that the WVS are not
concerned specifically with non-theism and therefiail to ask the questions needed to
come to a better understanding of the nature anskesaof non-theism. For instance,
while they do ask participants their religious ledfion and do allow responses of “None”

and “Other,” they do not provide an opportunity participants to define what they take
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their self-identifiers to mean. Further, they d ask about other types of supernatural
agents and forces besides God, moral convictioagl{l2008), experiences of religious
intuitions (Bering 2006), exposure to displayselfgious commitment (Henrich 2009),
the extent of their religious upbringing (Hunsberged Altemeyer 2006), or a host of
other questions that would be quite relevant inatttempt to better understand non-
theism.

While the WVS are of little help in understandihg details of non-theist views
and activities and most scholars of religion foonsts presence rather than its absence,
one survey project has specifically examined athemsthe United States. Canadian
psychologists Bruce Hunsberger and Bob Altemeyeglsbto answer several questions
about atheism in their survey project, includinget¥ter or not self-identified atheists
reject all “supernatural” or “divine” beings ancetbxtent of their religious upbringing, as
well as how much they exhibit signs of dogmatisealatry, and religious ethnocentrism
(20086).

Hunsberger and Altemeyer’s survey is a clear imgmeent over the WVS in the
attempt to better understand the views of non-thegsd the evidence they present for
the role of religious upbringing in determining wiher one is an atheist or theist is
intriguing. Yet, they only sent these surveys tnmbers of active atheist groups and
recruited the vast majority of their participantsm the San Francisco Bay Area of
California. Consequently, their methodology exesithdividuals who self-identify as
atheists but do not belong to any active orgaropathose not living in the few areas
surveyed, and those who may lack belief in theterise of supernatural agents but

choose not to self-identify themselves as atheistsreover, without participant
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observation or face-to-face interviews, it is diffit to judge whether or not the questions
are eliciting the data that Hunsberger and Altemsgek.

My survey for non-theists contains questions camog the self-identifications
non-theists employ, how they define those selfifieations, their levels of belief in a
variety of supernatural concepts, their activityiy online or “real-world” organizations
devoted to atheism, humanism, rationalism, or seumh, the frequency and strength of
any theistic intuitions, how positively or negativéney view religion, their moral
convictions, how their non-theism is accepted nfils and family, the extent of their
religious upbringing, and their exposure to displajycommitment to religious beliefs, as
well as a variety of basic demographics such assege country of residence, and
marital status. And while | do not claim that nuy\sey methodology yields a true
representative sample of all Western non-theistelffidentifying atheists, | do claim to
have obtained a more representative sample thasliduger and Altemeyer. Rather than
being limited by the postal costs and time it reggito send out physical packets with
paper surveys to participants, as Hunsberger atah@lyer did, | placed my entire
survey online using the web servegrveymonkey.comllowing me to recruit
participants from around the world at minimal cognd rather than recruiting the vast
majority of my participants from a single metropat area, | recruited participants
through field contacts among atheist and humamn@igs in the US, UK, Denmark, and

Norway, who emailed my introduction and a link he survey to their respective mailing

8 This service allows researchers to compose atyarfeuestion types from multiple choice to open-
ended, to randomize answer choices to particulestipns, and for what the site labels “skip loge,”
feature that directs participants to specific goestbased on their answers to previous questions.
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lists, and also through several websites devotedheism and humanisiThe
advantage of these recruitment methods lies ifattiethat | was able to obtain a much
more diverse and representative sample of nontghisian Hunsberger and Altemeyer in
terms of age, city and country of residence, aiiyigy level in atheist and humanist
organizations. Of the 2,415 participants who amedéhe questions on organizational
participation, for example, only 735, just over 30”&re members of a “real-world”
atheist/humanist organization in the manner of Henger and Altemeyer’s participants.
Further, fewer than half of my participants answdfet they were members of online
atheist/humanist communities.

The survey was available online from February 2@08ugust of 2008 and a
total of 3,062 individuals started the survey, witth36 completing the entire initial set of
guestions. As | engaged in my fieldwork and carghreading, | formulated additional
guestions. Given that | had asked participanisdinde their email address on the
original survey if they were comfortable, | senstimaller group of participants a link to
this second set of questiotfs.

Besides surveying non-theists, | also conductedrdine survey for theists of a
variety of religious backgrounds. This survey sértwo purposes. First, the survey

allowed me to obtain data pertaining to levels>gdlieit belief in various supernatural

° The field contacts who allowed me to email thegmbers and mailing lists were mostly organizers or
members of the atheist and humanist organizatiomgich | conducted participant observation. These
included the Rationalist Association of St. Lotie St. Louis Area Atheist Meetup Group, East Bay
Atheists, San Francisco Bay Atheists, Palo Alto loist Community, Norwegian Humanist Association,
Copenhagen Atheist Meetup Group, Danish AtheisteébpdJK Brights Bulletin, and the British Humanist
Association, among others. The websites inclubleddllowing groups on the social networking site
Facebook: Atheist, Agnostic, and Nonreligious; Asfic in Theory, Atheist in Practice; Libertarian
Atheists; If | Weren't an Atheist, I'd Think thatiéhard Dawkins was God; Government + Religion=
Disaster. On Myspace, | advertised on the Attaaist Agnostic Group Ill. With the assistance of the
moderator of the Myspace group, | was also abbalteertise on the James Randi Educational Foundation
discussion board.

9 The entire surveys for non-theists can be fountigpendix A.
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concepts, theistic intuitions, moral convictionsgdaxposure to displays of religious
commitment with which to compare the data fromrnba-theist sample. Such
comparisons allow us to better address questiomsecning the role of particular
variables in explaining belief in supernatural ageand theistic intuitions. Secondly,
theists understanding of and attitudes towardstheists are important elements to bear
in mind when attempting to understand non-theisairticular countries.

| recruited theists for this survey in a mannerikir to my recruitment of non-
theists for their survey, both online and throuigidf contacts. | contacted the
administrators for organizations on both FacebdgB00,000 Xns Worship God, | Bet |
Can Find 1,000,000 Christians, I'm a Christian &mdProud to Say It, A Lil Islam
Everyday Helps Keep Shaitan Away, Ask a Muslim06,000 Jews, and Paganism and
Wicca) and Myspace (Myspace Jews, Islam, and Weoathe World). These
organizers allowed me to post messages to theipgtaliscussion boards advertising my
research and providing a link to the survey.

| also utilized my field contacts among Christ@mrches in the United States to
advertise the survey. | was able to recruit pguaicts from two small, sexually-
segregated Bible study groups in Southern llliraisvell as the eldest members of a
Baptist youth group from a church in central Misso he initial survey for theist had
137 participants, with 98 completing the surveye Tollow-up survey with the same
additional questions asked in the non-theist follgmsurveys managed 25 participants,
with 20 completing it.

The results of the survey for theists are cleirlyo way representative of theists

in Western countries, and 76 of the 96 individwat® answered the question regarding
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their country of citizenship answered either theteéthStates or Canada. Yet, this survey
did allow me to obtain more data on theistic vi@fgon-theists than | would have been
able to obtain otherwise. It also allowed me tthgadata on theoretically important
variables of comparison such as theistic intuitiand exposure to commitment displays
while using the same methods of data gatheringyasan-theistic sample, both online
and in person®

The surveys described above allow me to access datailed information about
the views and activities of non-theists from a @griof backgrounds than the nationally
representative but shallow questions asked aoptdre WVS. The amount of detailed
and contextual information obtained through surybagsvever, is always limited.

In order to access the contextual and qualitatil@mation about how different
non-theists view themselves, their history, and tmens of variety of religions, how
certain words and concepts (including those usenlyirsurveys) are being used in spoken
and written discourse, | needed to engage in paatit observation among non-theists.
Insights from such fieldwork are valuable for bgtralitative and quantitative accounts,
as besides coming to better understand the langpeaygices, and viewpoints of many
non-theists, such experiences allow one to bettigg how particular words or concepts
will be interpreted when placed in more quantittinvstruments such as surveys. Itis
likely, for instance, that Hunsberger and Altemeyeuld have chosen different words in
their questions on atheism, as many atheists egjgbeir definitions of “atheism” and
ended their participation in the survey.

| conducted ten months of participant observasiotong atheist and humanist

groups, as well as non-affiliated atheists and mists, in the US, UK, and Denmark. |

™ The surveys for theists can be found in Appendix B
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spent five months in the United States, whereylestanostly in St. Louis, Missouri, a
mid-size Midwestern city, with ten day visits towW& ork City and the San Francisco
Bay Area as well as a weekend trip to the Amerigtreist annual convention in
Minneapolis, Minnesota.

While in the St. Louis area from December 200Apal 2008, | attended ten
meetings of the Rationalist Society of St. Louigjah, founded in 1948, is one of the
oldest such organizations in the country, and fowed the conversations on the very
active email list-service that the organizationmns. | also attended six meetings of
the more informal and much younger (both in terfrthe founding of the organization
and the average age of its members) St. Louis Atleaist Meetup group, as well as two
Sunday services of the Ethical Society of St. LoM¢hile in New York City, | attended
one meeting of the New York City Atheists organizat as well as one meeting of the
Harlem chapter of the Center for Inquiry, one @& tew atheist-humanist organizations
with a primarily African American membership. metSan Francisco Bay Area, |
attended one meeting of the East Bay Atheists azgaon in Berkeley, one meeting of
the San Francisco Bay Atheists, and one meetitigeolPalo Alto Humanist Community.
| was also present for the entire American Ath€ighvention at the Marriot hotel and
conference centre in Minneapolis Minnesota in M&ch, 2008, an annual event that, on
this occasion, had between six hundred and sevedréd attende€.

While in the United Kingdom from April to July 2801 attended seven meetings
of the Oxford Humanists, as well as the first meggiof the Oxford University Atheist
Society and four meetings of the Oxford Univer&cular Society. In addition, |

attended four meetings of the Central London Husta&roup, an organization

2 Further background and detail on these variouarorgtions can be found in chapter eight.
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emphasizing socializing and occasional lectured,faar meetings of the London Atheist
Meetup Group, a group emphasizing more focusec#ad contentious discussion.

While in Denmark, | attended two monthly meetinfithe Copenhagen Atheist
Meetup Group, which, surprisingly at first, was gmsed mostly of American ex-
patriates living in Copenhagen. In addition, | mvth one of the organizers of the
national level Danish Atheist Societ4téistisk Selskgba much larger organization but
one that does not hold general meetings, and haetrows casual encounters with non-
theistic Danes, many more than | had in the Urtades or the United Kingdom. This
is perhaps unsurprising given the fact that, dejpgnain the survey question asked,
Denmark’s population is 43-80% non-theist while thated Kingdom'’s is 31-44% non-
theist and the United States is 3-9% non-theistk&uman 2007).

Besides travelling physically to these differeatdtions in order to interact with
non-theists, | also spent an estimated 450 hounseoover the course of my ten months
of fieldwork viewing and occasionally participatimgwebsites and discussion boards
devoted to atheism and humanism. The sites kedsitost frequently were Richard
Dawkins’ site (richarddawkins.net), the biologisZ PMyers blog
(scienceblogs.com/pharyngula), friendlyatheist.ctira,Atheist Media Blog at
atheistmedia.com, Austin Cline’s atheism blog oaudlrom, the Atheist, Agnostic, and
Non-Religious Facebook group and the Atheist & Agjios Il Myspace group. Given
that non-theists do not live in specifically norifitic communities and do not have the
opportunity to interact in person on a daily bafisse websites and discussion boards
provide a convenient way for non-theists to receie®s, comment, and interact, as well

as an opportunity for me to observe and participathis form of sociality.
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There were two primary reasons why | chose to aonaohulti-sited fieldwork as
opposed to the more traditional single-sited maigiat allows for more intensive
immersion and, consequently, more nuanced andekiaformation. The first reason is
largely a matter of practicality; there are no sfpeadly non-theist communities that
involve daily, face to face interaction in whichdonduct long term ethnographic
fieldwork. Rather, there are a multitude of orgations, some online and some offline,
some focusing more on socializing with like-mindedividuals and some focused more
on debating questions of philosophy and sociaVeeti, some meeting once a week and
some meeting only every few months. The seceasdan is that given my goal of
describing non-theism in the West, my goal of hejdietter explain the sociological data
that points to the importance of national levelafales such as state welfare spending
and existential security, and the fact that my symiata come from non-theists from over
fifty countries, multi-sited fieldwork becomes acessity. Consequently, in order to
better generalize about non-theism in the Westerapce everyday life in Western
countries with varying degrees of state welfarenspeg and existential security, and
obtain qualitative contextual information about tbeations in which the majority of my
survey participants live, | chose to engage in isiled fieldwork®

While surveys for non-theists provide a wealtldata for testing a variety of
hypotheses and my multi-sited fieldwork providesendetailed contextual information

to better interpret and understand the surveytesahd non-theism more generally, |

13 Given that | was mainly concerned with non-theismy,fieldwork experiences amongst theists were
minimal. | lived with a politically and religiouglconservative family while in the United Statesl afso
attended a single meeting of an all-female Biblelgtgroup in Southern lllinois. These experieness,
well as around a dozen conversations with thelstsitanon-theism and my research, my attendanceeat o
sermon in Oxford specifically on the Christian r@sge to atheism, and my viewing of numerous online
discussions of non-theism by theists constitutecetttirety of my fieldwork among theists.
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still found myself with many questions during mgearch, from questions about what |
had witnessed at an atheist or humanist meetiggéstions about how participants were
interpreting and answering the survey questiorsaddress such questions, | also
conducted structured and unstructured interviews dozens of non-theists as well as
the organizers of several atheist and humanisihargtons.

| interviewed organizers of five different athedsganizations, the Rationalist
Society of St. Louis, New York City Atheists, Canter Inquiry, Harlem, the Oxford
University Atheist Society, and the Danish Ath&stciety. These unstructured
interviews normally consisted of basic questionsualbhe organizations themselves,
such as how long they have existed, frequency @timgs, normal attendance figures,
and whether or not they engage in any anti-relgioupro-secular activism, as well as
how they see their role in their communities anclety as a whole.

| also interviewed thirty-six individual non-th&ss eighteen in the United States,
thirteen in the United Kingdom, and five in Denmaikhese were semi-structured
interviews in which | asked all of the questiorsnfr my first survey for non-theists. In
these face-to-face and telephone interviews, horéweas able to further clarify
guestions from participants about the questionsifiedves as well as ask follow up
guestions based on their answers. These intenadowed me to better understand how
the wording of the survey questions was being veckby participants (in general and
from particular countries) as well as obtain moteeeded and detailed responses, as
participants tended to give longer, more detailesirgers to open-ended questions when

being interviewed than when taking the survey anliAs a result, | was able to get a
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fuller sense of these individuals’ beliefs, moraheictions, backgrounds, and opinions
on atheism, humanism, and different religions.

Besides these scheduled interviews, | was alstaldpeak with dozens of
individuals in each country, theists and non-tisegdikke, through everyday discussions
about myself and my work. | found that most ped@poke with in the US, UK, and
Denmark had some interest or opinion concernindgdpies of religion, atheism, and
secularism, and many felt comfortable enough teeeiask questions about my
experiences in other countries or offer their owmmns and theories of religion and
non-theism. All of the interviews and conversasitielped me to better understand the
nuances and national differences in views of naisth, atheism, agnosticism, and
specific religions such as Christianity and Islam.

Having employed multiple methods in multiple leakllows me to present a
more accurate and detailed account of the behedsal judgments, coalitional
commitments and self-concepts of non-theists inté/aountries. Moreover, by
connecting this account to the theoretical liter@in both the social and cognitive

sciences, | seek to come to an improved accoumbthf non-theism and strong atheism.

Findings

The individual chapters of this thesis are the ltesaf my attempting to answer the
guestions presented earlier concerning non-therghstong atheism through the
methods outlined above, with five chapters devtbenffering a new account of belief

and non-belief in the existence of supernaturahesgend, thus, a new account of religion
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and secularization, and three chapters devoteddorithing and explaining patterns in
strong atheist moral sentiment and activity.

Chapter one will present evidence from my fieldwand online surveys relating
to the beliefs that non-theists hold concerningesoatural agents. It will show that, for a
very large, though not fully representative, sangflé/estern non-theists, lack of belief
in the existence of the Judaeo-Christian God ismapanied by a lack of belief in other
supernatural agents such as ghosts and even vatgfelgd notions such as “some
higher power.” Further, evidence will be presergedgesting that, for a large number of
non-theists, though not all, the lack of explicibf is accompanied by a lack of theistic
intuitions, including intuitively viewing misfortumas punishment, good fortune as
reward, and random events as signs. Moreoverergawill be presented suggesting
that the degree to which one explicitly believesupernatural phenomena is
significantly and positively correlated with thecocrence of such intuitions.

Chapter two will help set the stage for an exatmmeof theism and non-theism
by defending the philosophical and scientific cbady of a science of belief. “Belief”
as a scientific concept has been criticized by naartiiropologists, psychologists, and
philosophers. The main criticisms of “belief” dhat beliefs are unobservable, that they
do not exist, and that the word ‘belief’ is a Westeonstruct unsuitable for comparative
use. All of these criticisms may seem to rend&cegence of belief” naive and mistaken.
Utilizing the work of the cognitive sciences, ahe philosophical view of functionalism
that underlies them, | will offer a minimal defilih of belief that will allow for a science

of theism and non-theism.
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Chapter three will review explanatory accountsetifjious beliefs. It will
evaluate both historical and contemporary explanatior why human beings,
throughout time and across the globe, have beligvdte existence of supernatural
agents, paying particular attention to the cogaiicience of religion (CSR). It will
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of CSR éfftiteto explain supernatural agent
beliefs and will outline how recent work by evobrary anthropologist Joe Henrich on
the role of credibility enhancing displays (CREDsproducing supernatural agent
beliefs can help shore up existing weaknessesgnittee accounts of religious beliefs.

It will make this case through a review of the valet theoretical and empirical literature
and the results of my fieldwork and online survey.

Chapter four will utilize the account of religiobslief outlined in chapter three in
order to evaluate the few existing explanationsaf-theism and will go on to present a
new account of non-theism cantered on the roleREDS. In short, it will argue that
non-theism is the result of a lack of sufficienpesgure to CREDSs pertaining to
representations of supernatural agents.

Chapter five presents an alternative account oftheism to that of Norris and
Inglehart, based on the psychological dynamicstified in chapters three and four.
That is, it will attempt to explain the data pre®ehby Norris and Inglehart regarding the
role of existential security in producing largepptations of non-theists within a country
in a way consistent with the findings of the coiyeitsciences. It will review literature
from anthropology, psychology, and sociology onéffects of threatening stimuli on
commitment to ingroup ideologies, including religgoideologies, on joining and

participating in religious groups, and performirsgiperstitious” actions. It will note that
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all three of these effects constitute CREDs foresnatural agent beliefs, thus allowing
for the effective transmission of religious beligfeenvironments with sufficient levels of
threatening stimuli. In environments where thrdetge been greatly diminished, such as
the Scandinavian welfare states, these CREDs dimamd, consequently, non-theism
becomes much more common.

The chapter will also explore the category of tnative threat,” as outlined by
the political scientist Karen Stenner (2005), aggoroved explanation for why the
United States is so much more religious than natguth as Sweden and Denmark
despite resembling them economically. The UnitideS, despite its economic wealth,
has long been a nation saturated with “normativesit’ that is threats to “common
authority” and “shared values,” as its social atithie diversity and the frequent
competition between these groups for access to pameeresources have continually
worked to increase commitment to ingroup ideolggmesst of which involve religious
representations. Consequently, the amount of CRtaBstayed high in the United
States even as it has become a world superpowes.S¢andinavian countries since the
mid 19" century, by contrast, have possessed a remarélagtee of ethnic and social
homogeneity. Consequently, when economic progpanidl social welfare swept these
countries in the mid 0century, both existential and normative threatsewainimized,
leading to few CREDSs of religious beliefs and,hi span of two to three decades, a
dramatic drop in theism.

Chapter six moves the discussion from non-thestrong atheism. It will
describe strong atheism, referencing both fieldwaor# survey data, as consisting of two

normative claims. The first claim is that religgobeliefs and practices are harmful, and
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thus, immoral. The second normative claim is thate is a more virtuous way of
establishing one’s personal beliefs and that tiitsaus way is to limited one’s own
beliefs to what can be supported by the curreifigs of the sciences. Chapter seven
will go on to offer an account of the origins oé#e normative sentiments in relation to
research on moral psychology, anthropology, antyismaking extensive use of social
psychologist Jonathan Haidt’s theory of five mdaaindations producing a plethora of
diverse socio-cultural virtues (Haidt and JosepB720

The final chapter, chapter eight, describes tiveld@ment of organized atheism
and humanism in the United States, the United Komgdand Denmark, noting the
important distinction, first made by sociologistli@dCampbell, between
“substitutionalist” groups, who seek to keep raigs communities but with non-theistic
belief systems, and “abolitionist” groups, who séekrotest and combat religious
beliefs in both the public and private spheres (flaefl 1971). The chapter then presents
both historical and contemporary evidence thansf@theist sentiments and activity are
correlated with the degree to which religious elend identities are present in the
public sphere in a given country and suggeststtiigtelationship may be explicable in

terms of normative threat.
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Part I.

NON-THEISM
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Chapter 1. What Non-theists “Believe”

According to large scale social surveys conductest the last several decades (Norris
and Inglehart 2004, Zuckerman 2007), as well dd feessearch by sociologists of religion
(Zuckerman 2008), significant differences existlmegn nations in levels of religious
belief and participation and many nations have latétl strong declines in religious
belief and participation over the last fifty yeamspst notably Sweden, Denmark, and the
Netherlands. Moreover, as discussed in the intrii@lucNorris and Inglehart, as well as
Gill and Lundsgaarde (2005), have found that legél®ligious belief and participation
in a nation negatively correlate with levels of ramsecurity and state welfare spending,
while rational choice theorists such as RodneykStE#99) continue to argue in the face
of mounting evidence (Chaves and Gorski 2001)gheh national differences are better
explained as the result of differences in the dqyali the religious product available.

Both scholars and activists formulate theoriegHierdecline of religious belief in
these countries, from Christians arguing that tleevth in unbelief is simply the result of
increased selfishness and immorality to strongistharguing that it is simply the result
of better education and critical thinking to soomikts discussing the impact of
“existential security” on belief in God. Numerogigestions remain, however,
concerning both the meaning and utility of the tébmlief” and the shallow
methodology of large scale social surveys concewitidbelief. First, given the
different meanings of the terms “belief” and “bghke’ can we be confident that we are
seeing a drop in the numbers of people who belietiee existence of the supernatural
agent, “God,” rather than merely those who haveflith that this God is working

properly on their behalf? Secondly, what type aiiable is belief? Numerous large-
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scale social surveys keep belief a dichotomousy@obelieve? Yes or No) or
trichotomous matter (Do you believe? Yes, No, boh’'t Know), while some
commentators (Dawkins 2006) argue that beliefdies continuum from absolutely
certain belief to an absolutely certain denial.irdlly, how do those who lack belief in
God or the supernatural label themselves and detlabels indicate different levels of
belief when belief is conceived of continuouslyBufhly, most surveys only ask about
“God,” raising the question of whether or not thessults really indicate a decline in
supernatural agent beliefs or only the rejectioa phrticular supernatural agent of
particular religious traditions.

Besides these basic questions, some have raisésktie of whether or not a
decline in religious belief is really possible.ore cognitive scientists, for instance, may
argue that while many people in certain countrie$onger possess explicit beliefs in the
existence of supernatural agents such as God,uheinscious beliefs and intuitions are
not so secular. They raise the question of diffetgpes of beliefs and whether or not
implicit beliefs in the existence of the supernatwan ever truly be absent.

Such guestions, | argue, must be addressed laddressing the causality behind
religious beliefs and any perceived secularizaitiotihe data provided by sociologists of

religion.

The Meanings of “Belief”

One of the most important questions | attempt tdresk in this thesis is why we find the
distribution of professions of supernatural agesigis that we do; why do individuals in

Scandinavian countries, for instance, exhibit doghlevels of belief and religious
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practice while the individuals in the United Statess average, exhibit much higher
levels. In my attempt to address this questioautinely utilize the terms “belief” and
“believe,” both as theoretical entities and as inguat terms for my conversations with
participants. Using the term “belief” is not, howee, a simple and uncomplicated matter,
as the term’s different meanings, including bothligve that” and “believe in” must be
considered when formulating theories and condudteidwork. Specifically for my

own work, | must be wary of formulating theoriedizing one meaning of the term and
receiving information from participants regardig other. Despite these complications,
| will argue that | have been able to gather datevant to answering my theoretical
questions about factors affecting supernatural egeliefs™*

Several social anthropologists, for instance, l@ramented on the difficulties of
employing the word “belief” when conducting fieldrkcamong and speaking about a
variety of religions. Evans-Pritchard found therdvtbelief’ to be of little use in
analyzing Nuer religion, as he could find no wardhe Nuer language that came close to
matching the term’s various connotations (1956pdiiey Needham, in what is probably
the most comprehensive treatment of the notioreb&ébby an anthropologist (1972),
discusses the moment when he realized that he nadBeauto devise a way to say “I
believe in God” in the Penan language and, furttinat, he could not state with any
justification what psychic attitude members of Benan have toward®eselonga Penan

deity similar to the Western idea of God.

% In this section, | defend the use of the termi&f&in coming to understand the thoughts of noeists
in the West, as they utilize and normally undemdtiéde term to mean taking something to be truet, Ye
another significant criticism of the term “belidfy Needham, Pouillon, and Ruel is that “beliefh@t a
natural kind but rather a socially-constructed emic If this is the case, then a science of bdiefnaive
and foolhardy enterprise. This particular criticigvill be dealt with in detail in Chapter 2, beforgy
discussion of the science of religious beliefs hagters 3 and 4.
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Moreover, scholars of indigenous religions havetead out that ritual
participation, as opposed to any type of doctratdierence, is frequently of central
importance in establishing an individual’s identty a member of a specific religious
coalition (Harvey, 2000; Johnson, 2002; Whiteha2@@0). Paul C. Johnson, for
instance, relates that during his fieldwork amoragptioners ofCandomblén Brazil, he
hesitated during his initiation when asked to takea key drumming role because of his
lack of belief in the existence of tlheishas He confessed his lack of belief to thae-
de-santgresiding over the ritual, only to be met by a bderied stare; she asked him
not what he did or did not believe, but simply wiegtor not he was going to participate
in the ritual, demonstrating the lack of importané@ersonal beliefs regarding the
orishas and the strong importance of ritual practithin the community (personal
communication).

Discussions of the perils of utilizing the worcetief” in describing religious
states of mind or community dynamics are not otferenihila Rather, they are
cautionary tales about utilizing the language asslimptions that Western scholars
employ when discussing the major religious tradgian their own societies, normally
Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, in attemptingitalerstand other religions and societies
(Pouillon, 1982). As Needham relates in his lelxécad ideational history of the term, the
word “belief” has acquired numerous connotationsrdlie centuries in the West, from
the influences of Hebrew vocabulary to the dynarifdbhe Protestant Reformation, that
are still prominent in contemporary usage (197R)s perhaps not surprising, then, that |

found the term “belief” to be both frequently emye#d and of great importance in my
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fieldwork amongst self-identifying atheists, agnostand humanists in Western
countries.

During my time speaking with non-theists and attegdarious meetings of
atheist-humanist groups in the United States, thiéged Kingdom, and Denmark, as well
as conducting a large online survey, | have foumgiite easy to elicit discussion on what
non-theists do and do not believe about the exdstef supernatural agents and about the
positive, negative, or neutral influence of religio the world. The term “belief” is
frequently employed in such discussions, whethempted through my use of the term
in my questions or not. In my internet survey,if@tance, | asked self-identified atheists
to offer their own definitions of the term “atheisSnOf the 1389 self-identified atheists,
1137 used the words “belief” or “believe” in thdefinition of atheism. The responses
varied widely, from theositive atheisnthat asserts that no God or gods exist (Martin,
2007): “Atheism is a belief that no God or godsseXi“A belief that nothing exists
beyond the natural world;” “A belief that therenis god, supernatural or spirit,” to the
negative atheisrwhich merely entails the lack or absence of subblef: “lack of belief
in gods or any supernatural beings;” “Lack of beleGod;” “the absence of belief in
the existence of any higher power.”

Numerous responses, both online and in my facade-€onversations, as well as
the dozens of meetings | attended in different teesy demonstrated to me that a
significant portion of non-theists have thoughbtigh not only their position on the non-
existence of supernatural agency but also the itlefis and concepts they use to
articulate and defend this position. One of thesthecommon debates amongst non-

theists, for example, whether it is face to faca ktcal atheist or rationalist society or
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electronically via one of the plethora of onlinealission forums devoted to atheism, is
whether positive or negative atheism, as defined/@sshould be taken as the standard
meaning of the more general term, “atheism.” While certainly the case that
dictionaries and common parlance hold “atheisnddesignate a belief that no God or
gods exist, many self-identified atheists rejetd tiharacterization, seeing atheism as a
lack of belief, while others would label such négattheism as agnosticism in the sense
that one is not ruling out the possibility of thestence of some supernatural agency.

Similarly, self-identified agnostics debate amortgemselves and with self-
identified atheists over the precise meaning obagoism and whether or not it is a more
“rational” or responsible position to hold thaneifm. In the span of a week, for
example, | heard new attendees of the St. Louis Atbeist Meetup Group passionately
debating whether agnosticism is a more prudentipasgiven that one cannot be
absolutely certain that God or gods do not existalao withessed long-time members of
the Rationalist Society of St. Louis, an agnostimwad been a member for 5 years and
someone who rejects such labels who had been a endant28 years, merely
acknowledging the differences with a nod and aesiasl the topic came up, as they had
rehearsed the arguments dozens of times in thepdstere quite familiar with each
others views.

Such debates reveal not only that the languagbedief” is widespread in the
discourse of self-identified atheists, agnosticsl Bumanists, but that, for non-theists in
the West, beliefs, whether held or lacked, are mamb to one’s identity. Further
evidence of this importance can be seen in theiozescof some self-identified atheists in

the United States who, while attending the annubeit Alliance International
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conference in early 2009, asked a Christian reposieo had said that she did not know
if she was an atheist or not after confessingghatworked for “a small Canadian
magazine focused on social justice, ethics, aedtlife,” “Well if you aren’t an atheist,
then what are you?” (Bell 2009). While, becausengfown non-theism, | was quickly
able to move beyond such confrontations in fadade meetings or at conventions, | did
encounter many similar instances during my onlesearch. Several of the survey
guestions asked about a move away from religiolisfpmaking the assumption that
survey takers had once been theists and sevevaystakers responded on online
message boards that such questions might well rewetheistic assumptions regarding
atheism and possibly my status as a theist attegpti understand atheists for the
purposes of converting them.

The prominence of the term “belief,” as well asimgportant role as a badge of
identity amongst non-theists is by no means uniqulee modern West, as the language
of “belief” and its important role in personal asalcial identity is widely acknowledged
and is commonly seen as a result of the ProteRaformation (Smith 1998). Utilizing
the word “belief,” then, and asking non-theistsaltbeir beliefs or lack of would seem
to be unproblematic. Yet, even in the West, whieedanguage of belief is most familiar
and utilized, the term is not without ambiguity gralysemy. Needham, Pouillon, and
others outline the varied meanings of the vertb&beve,” noting that besides its most
frequent meaning of holding some proposition otestdi affairs to be the case, the word
is also used to express a highly emotional comnmitroetrust in a person or an idea,

usually designated by “believe in” rather than feeé that.”
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While the “belief in” meaning of “belief” is utilied less frequently by non-theists,
it is by no means absent in their discourse. S¢watheists and humanists, both in the
United States and the United Kingdom, for instacoaplained to me that they
frequently face the questionVell, if you don’t believe in God, what do you éedi ir?

The implication of the question is not that a latlelief in God entails a lack of belief

in the existence of other phenomena (though bisetimes equated with not believing in
the existence of an objective morality), but rattiat without an emotional loyalty and
adherence to something “larger than yourself,” goaisomehow adrift.

| frequently heard, “We believe in freedom and deraoy,” and even
occasionally, “I believe in the separation of cliuand state.” Such a commitment to and
trust in abstract ideas is sometimes called thsitpe” side of atheism and humanism,
as opposed to the “negative” side of arguing agaimesexistence of the supernatural, and
is emphasized most heavily amongst self-identifiechanists in both print and in person
within the United States and the United Kingdomm t@e British Humanist Website, for
instance, a page devoted to explaining humanisnasiés second heading, “What
humanists believe” and states that humanists ‘el individual rights and freedoms,
but believe that individual responsibility, soctaloperation and mutual respect are just
as important” as well as that “humanists are pessitgaining inspiration from our lives,
art and culture, and a rich natural world.”

Despite the varied meanings of the word “beliefd &ime connotations with which
some non-theists concern themselves, | found teatissions of belief amongst non-
theists, whether in meetings, in interviews, impror on online forums, mostly

concerned “belief” in its minimal sense of holdisgmething to be true or false with little
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to no implied connotations of conviction, loyaland love. As opposed to Needham
amongst the Penan or Evans-Pritchard amongst tbg Nen, | felt perfectly at ease in
discussing belief with non-theists in the West.isTib quite fortunate, as whether or not,
and the degree to which a person believes in tistesce of supernatural agents is one of
the most important phenomena that | am investigatirthe context of secularization and
the cognitive science of religion. Eliciting datancerning people’s beliefs or lack
thereof, would not be a problem, at least in teofrthe vocabulary and concepts used to
access these dafa.

Furthermore, my field experiences demonstratedg¢dhat amongst most non-
theists, the word “belief,” when placed in statetseand questions concerning the
existence of some supernatural agent or forcegnsally interpreted as belief in the
sense of holding something to be true rather tlamnly a strong emotional attachment
and loyalty to an idea. | found little reason,ith® doubt that the results of the large
scale social surveys reviewed by Zuckerman (200d)Norris and Inglehart (2004)
reflect a decline in the proportion of individuatsnumerous countries who find the
existence of God to be credible, rather than mexelgcline in the proportion of

individuals who have a devotion, loyalty, and ‘fditn the idea of God.

15 There remains, of course, the problem of relugaas many people are hesitant to discuss thaiisvie
on religion and the supernatural, in many caseaussof the sensitive social nature of the topitthrir
concerns over their beliefs becoming widely knowtheir opinion that such questions should not eyen
asked. | found the former more common in the Wh8éates, as many people | talked to had many
religious friends and family members, and the tattere common in Scandinavia, where such matters ar
commonly viewed as very personal and not suitabi@iscussion.
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Is Belief a Continuous Variable and do Differenté&tmries of Non-theists
Vary on this Continuum?

Key questions immediately present themselves iptheess of investigating what
people believe regarding the existence of superalaigencies or processes, such as
God, ghosts, and the afterlife; what type of answemnost likely to be offered and what
type of answer is most likely to be useful in tegtparticular hypotheses? If one were to
only be exposed to atheist and humanist discoorsa $hort period of time, one may
well come away with the impression that belief diéghotomous matter; either you
believe in the existence of supernatural ageny®ordo not, as agnosticism, sometimes
seen as a middle ground, would still constitutack lof belief. We, those who do not
believe, meet together and discuss the issuegimg lin a society where most people do
believe, or where those who believe have what w@s¢oo much political powerYet,
upon more sustained exposure to atheist and hunthsi®urse, whether in meetings,
interviews, or even reading bestsellers such DasvKihe God DelusionSam Harris’
The End of Faithor John Humphrydn God We Doubtit became clear to me that
alongside this dichotomous, us and them approabkglief, there also exists a more
subtle debate about degrees of possibility anchaéihere of certainty. In The God
Delusion, for example, Dawkins outlines 7 positionsa continuum concerning the
existence of God, from an absolutely certain th@ssition 1) to the pure middle ground
of a perfect agnostic who sees the possibilityhefaxistence of God at exactly 50%
(Position 4) to the absolutely certain atheist {fros 7) and places himself at position 6
but leaning towards position 7 (Dawkins 2006, 50-51

While few of the non-theists | spoke with were ascgse as Dawkins in

formulating a scale, many did place their beliefamk of on a continuum in discussions
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of the merits of atheism vs. agnosticism, arguingravhether or not it was legitimate to
claim that there was 0% chance of some sort of @sdally deistic, as fully traditional
theistic gods were nearly universally denied) éxgstor if there was some small but
mostly insignificant chance, or even a fairly sfgrant chance. Vicky from San
Francisco, for instance, in an interview said, “Metlon’t believe in anything
supernatural, but | guess anything’s possible...dobhear these stories,” while several
of my interviewees, when asked what the likelihe@s of the existence of a theistic
God or ghosts, answered with an emphatic “No chadfde”

Merely asking non-theists whether or not they lvelim the existence of various
supernatural agents, concepts, or processes,isnély to cover up the variance that
exists amongst non-theists regarding probabilitiBlsis is not merely a problem for
accurate description of the views of non-theistsiya may be able to establish whether
or not there are significant differences in levadl®elief between self-identified atheists
and agnostics and other groups, but is also agmobi the attempt to test hypotheses
concerning the effects of different factors on éfeln the supernatural, as the more
variance we can measure, the easier it will beéovghether or not a particular factor is
affecting belief.

In order to better describe the variance amongsttheists in levels of belief in
the existence of supernatural agencies, as welbtsn the most detailed measure of the
dependent variable (self-reported belief) for pggmof testing hypotheses about the
effects of certain variables on supernatural bgliehsked my questions about beliefs in
terms of probabilities. | asked my participantsthonon-theist and theistin your mind,

what is the likelihood that the following exist?rlexample, if you are not certain that

41



there is no afterlife but find it highly improbablou might list 1% for the afterlife item.
Similarly, if you have never visited the pyramidsgypt but for the most part trust
books, media, and other people, you might list 984he pyramids of Egypt.”

| then presented the following list of items, ajwan randomized ordéf:

-TRADITIONAL GOD (an all-knowing, all-powerful, and all-good creatord moral enforcer)
-DEISTIC GOD(a divine architect of the universe who does ntarfiere in human affairs)

-SOME HIGHER POWER

-GHOSTS

-KARMA (a cosmic balancing scale that results in goodastbeing rewarded and bad actions being punished)
-THE AFTERLIFE

-SOULS

-EVOLUTION BY NATURAL SELECTION

-CANCER

-ALIENS (humanoid being with intelligence similar or supetio human intelligence)

-GLOBAL WARMING (human activity is causing the temperature of tiheoaphere to increase)

-THE PYRAMIDS OF EGYPT

16 Randomizing the order of presentation helps preseder effects in the results, that is, it elimemthe
effects that being asked to answer a particulastiprg such as the traditional god item, priordme other
question, such as the some higher power item, ragg bin a person’s answer to the second item.idn th
case it may be possible that a non-theist, aftewaring that there is a 0% chance of a theisticegasting,
is more likely to assign a lower likelihood to tlestence of some higher power than he or she wuaNeé
if the some higher power item were presented fiRdndomizing the presentation order of the iteeepk
such tendencies from strongly affecting the dafaurther, by including numerous non-supernatuesthg
(sub-atomic particles, the pyramids of Egypt, glakarming, aliens, cancer), | sought to elimindte t
possibility that being exposed to so many superabitems in a row would result in all of thesenite
being categorized immediately as “supernatural” gimdn a certain standard score without being thobug
about individually. This strategy appears to hbeen successful, as hundreds of participants earedgh
about the aliens and global warming items to furtheplain their answers or critique my definitianghe
comment space | provided just after these items.
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-ANGELS

-SUB-ATOMIC PARTICLES

The ease with which most of my participants ansd/énese questions of belief in a
continuous, as opposed to a dichotomous, mattevelhs®is numerous debates and
discussions | witnessed between non-theists orhjustmuch credence should be given
to particular supernatural ideas lead me to thelasion that explicit beliefs can
fruitfully be measured in a continuous fashion.e Tasulting data can be used, then, to
look for differences between groups in levels gfesmatural belief and test hypotheses
about what factors may play a role in increasindemreasing the credibility of
supernatural agent concepts.

Participants answered for eight supernatural cascepaditional god, deistic
god, some higher power, ghosts, souls, the ateikdrma, and angels. For each item,
participants were given the following options favhlikely they thought it was that the
item existed or was true: 0%, 1%, 10%, 20%, 300%450%, 60%, 70%, 80%, 90%,
99%, 100%. This scale allows us to distinguists¢éhewho categorically reject the
possibility of an item (0%), those who find thestgnce or truth of an item highly
unlikely but will not rule it out, and those whohile not explicitly believing in the
existence of an item, actually rate its likelihagfcexisting closer to 50% than 0%.

Moreover, it allows us to examine the beliefs @f-gdentified agnostics and
determine (albeit within the obtained sample) h@mmon it really is for self-identified
agnostics to give answers of 50% as opposed toaassulosely resembling those of self-
identified atheists. For while in the formulatiohthe term’s creator, Thomas Huxley,

agnosticism is more concerned with whether or mobdmity can have any knowledge
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about the supernatural than in its probability, Wesers use the term to designate a
variety of positions, from one of mere indifferertoeviewing the probability of the
existence of some supernatural agency as exadity pBt as likely to be the case as not
the case. Richard Dawkins singles out this lagigujprobable brand of agnosticism in
The God Delusioffor criticism, arguing that agnostics are in eiifdhey view the fact
that the existence of God cannot be disproved p/ing that the probability of God’s
existence is 50% (51).

After obtaining an individual participant’s answers these items, | then add
them together to create a score for Total SuperalaBelief (TSB), which can in
principle vary from 0 to 700 or 800 (depending dmether or not one sees it as a
contradiction to be 100% certain that there iseastic god and also 100% certain that
there is a deistic god). Once each individualdhd$B score, | can then examine not
only the average levels of beliefs that differestiegories of persons have for individual
guestions but also for supernatural belief moresgaly.

The results may provide some comfort for ProfeSswkins regarding his
concerns about agnosticism. Agnostics, while hpaisignificantly higher TSB score
(M= 101.58, SD=130.37) than self-identified athei@fi= 18.36, SD= 49.56), (t = -
1.969, df = 211.33, p <.001), do not approachwamnage of 50% on any of the
supernatural items. Even on the item “some higlorer,” which | intentionally left
vague in order to allow participants to reveal arkjings of supernatural belief they may
have, the average agnostic percentage was 21.88teoVer, of 225 self-identified
agnostics, 103 of them answered 0% on the traditigod item while only 10 answered

50% or above. Agnostics’ answers on the deistitigon were only modestly higher,
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with 93 of the 225 participants answering 1% whbitdy 35 of the 225 answered 50% or
above. And in the broadest item, some higher po8pf 219 agnostics answered 1%
while 57 of the 219 answered 50% or abbVe.

These data are in agreement with my experiencésssif-identified agnostics,
both in face-to-face interviews and in organizagiomeetings in that self-identified
agnostics, at least amongst those participatirsgime group activity, whether in first-
world organizations or online, by no means grantaégrobability to the notions that
thereis andis nota God. Cindy, a self-identified agnostic who ggrates in both an
Ethical Society and a Rationalist Society in Stuisprepresents many agnostics when
she says that she does not “believe in any of tlks gr supernatural ideas on offer”,
answering many of them with a 0% in response tajogstionnaire, but that her
agnosticism is mostly a matter of remaining opeth&possibility of “something” and

not ruling it out, as, in the opinions of many asfics, atheism doés.

A Rejection of “God” or the Supernatural in Gen@ral

Asking about a variety of supernatural conceptapmsed to merely “God,” allows us
to answer a variety of questions about what precrsen-theists in the West believe and
do not believe. This is crucial for testing hypeths regarding the effects of certain
variables on belief in supernatural agency, asaitge scale survey data leave open the
possibility that self-identified atheists, agnostiand humanists only reject the God of

Western monotheism rather than supernatural agarggneral. Several dozen

" The average supernatural belief scores, for atividual items and for TSB, can be found in Appignd
E.

18 Many self-identified atheists would, of coursesatjree with this division between atheism and
agnosticism, defining atheism as a mere lack aéfhelery similar to Cindy’s own position, as oppdgo
an active denial of the existence of various sugtteinal agents and forces.
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Christians | spoke with in Missouri and lllinoisgaied, for instance, that atheism merely
amounts to a wilful rebellion against the Christaoad and his moral demands and does
not, therefore, necessarily entail the same deanfalse existence of ghosts, souls, and
the afterlife. In addition, popular news outleighe United Kingdom often report that
more UK residents believe in the existence of ghast aliens than believe in the
existence of GodJaily Mail Nov. 24", 2008). It is an interesting question, then, the
extent to which self-identified atheists, agnostarsd humanists give credence to the
existence of ghosts, angels, and god conceptreiift from the traditional theistic god
of the Western monotheistic traditions, such astiteon of a deistic god and the
intentionally vague “some higher power.”

The data presented above suggest the extent tb whif-identified atheists,
agnostics, and humanists question not only theengs of a more traditional theistic
god, but also other supernatural agent concepth, asighosts and angels, and more
generic concepts such as the afterlife and the SMhile it is the case that all categories
of non-theists surveyed gave lower average credenets to a traditional god than any
other supernatural item, their credence leveldosd other items remain quite low as
well. Furthermore, my conversations and expegsmth non-theists gave me no
reason to postulate that these other supernatmakpts were given a low probability of
existing because of their association with onei@adr religious tradition. That is, |
noticed nothing that would lead me to conclude théividuals ceased believing in the
Judaeo-Christian God and then extended this naeflbelother supernatural agents such
as ghosts because they associated all superniagliefk with Christianity. For a great

many individuals, especially in Scandinavia, Clnisity, or any religion, did not have an
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important enough status in society to merit sughosfiion and association. That said, a

more systematic investigation of this possibilitguld be worthwhile.

The Cessation of Theistic Intuitions?

Most of us are familiar with our explicit, conscgohbeliefs. We may believe that the
economy is in a recession or that one of our fisge@sdnore gregarious than another. Yet,
as much research in the cognitive sciences hasrgtibere are a multitude of beliefs
guiding our reasoning and behaviour that normatiydt reach the level of
consciousness, beliefs labelled implicit, nonreflex; or unconscious (Wilson 2002;
Chaiken and Trope 1999). Developmental psycholsgisparticular have produced a
large body of work on implicit beliefs by workingtw pre-linguistic infants, utilizing
eye-tracking and facial observation technologiestmitor surprise-reactions and,
consequently, to establish what expectations ahef®énfants have about the world
(Spelke et al. 1992).

The cognitive psychologist Jesse Bering has rgcargued that, while many
people may indeed be non-theists at a expliciiecg¥e level, all of us, as a result of our
evolutionary heritage, possess an implicit behet twve have a type of social contract
with some generic supernatural agency, such thatreveewarded for moral actions and
punished for immoral actions (2005, 2006). Whiles the case that several
anthropologists and cognitive scientists have gledievidence for the role of a variety
of unconscious cognitive mechanisms in the transionsof religious ideas and

behaviours (Boyer 2001, Atran 2002, Barrett 2004jtéhhouse 2004, McCauley and
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Lawson 2002), Bering is unique in arguing for theseence of a universal, unconscious
belief in some supernatural agency.

For Bering, anecdotes from atheists and philos@binnaterialists about their
intuitions sometimes betraying their explicit bldiesuch as when they find themselves
asking God what they have done to deserve somdispaisfortune or when they
interpret a wind chime as a sign from a deceadative, point to the possibility that
belief in some sort of supernatural agency andldées the default cognitive stance
towards the world and something that explicit cats@nd beliefs (such as atheism)
never manage to eradicate. For Bering, this artatdweidence is enough to at least
investigate the possibility that human beings mayeha specific cognitive mechanism
dedicated to producing such intuitions. In invgeting the possibility of a universal
implicit belief in supernatural agency, superndtyradministered justice, and the
afterlife, Bering and his collaborators have condd@ small number of empirical
studies and have also formulated an evolutionaggado to account for the existence of
such a mechanism.

In one early study, Bering documented individuddsnaing to be “extinctivists,”
meaning they explicitly believed that the self amdividual consciousness cease at death,
frequently attributing epistemic and emotional estab the dead; he also documented a
much longer response time to questions concernhregtver or not the dead character still
had epistemic and emotional states than to questioncerning physical states (2002).
For Bering, an implicit belief in the continued stence of the self seemed difficult to

override, even for these explicit extinctivists.
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In another study, Bering and colleagues examineethen or not telling
participants of a recent nearby ghost sighting @awirb cheating on a competitive task
with a monetary prize (2005). Participants weleedgo complete a competitive spatial
intelligence task on a computer, being told thatghrson with the highest score would
receive $50 and that, because of a glitch in tifievace (which was still undergoing
modification), the correct answer to the upcomingsiion would periodically be
displayed on the screen in the form of an image @dmplicated three dimensional
figure. Participants were instructed to presssitece bar to clear these correct answers
from the screen in order to perform the task hdne#ll participants were left alone to
complete the task and the intention to cheat wassared by the amount of time the
participants left the correct answers on the scbedore removing them. The
experimenters reasoned that the longer it tooktacgEant to clear the answers from the
screen, the greater their intentions to cheatttamating to memorize the complex figure
would take several seconds. Some participanteposex directly to the task. A second
group was asked to read a statement dedicatingshé J. Paul Kellogg, a recently
deceased graduate student who had worked extensiveleveloping the spatial
intelligence task. A third group read the sam&estant but was also told verbally by the
experimenter that J. Paul Kellogg's ghost had lséginted recently in the testing room.

The third group, labelled the “ghost-story” groupthe experimenters, took
significantly less time to clear the correct ansixfeom the screen when they appeared,
averaging just over four seconds, while the corgrolp averaged over seven seconds
and the group receiving only the dedication statérageraged nearly six and a half

seconds. Hearing about the potential presencesgparnatural agent appears to have
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significantly curbed intentions to cheat when mapints are left alone. Bering interprets
this result as providing evidence that human belreye evolved an implicit belief in the
existence of some supernatural agency and thaethbas a social contract with this
agency such that they fear supernatural punishmeen primed with the idea that there
may be such an agent in the environment.

In addition to citing such empirical evidence is hrguing for the existence of an
implicit belief in supernatural agency and justiBeying also cites evolutionary logic.
With the development of language, humans faced@beu of new selection pressures,
namely a dramatic increase in the importance aitegfpn. Before language, there was
no way of transmitting information between groupnmbers about the actions of
individuals, allowing those individuals to engageand benefit from anti-social, selfish
behaviour such as stealing or rape while stillinetg the benefits of group membership.
With language, however, information about such eatsspread rapidly throughout a
population and result in the marginalization, agtation, or physical punishment of that
individual, all of which would have a negative effen that individual's genetic fitness
(Alexander 1987; Frank 1988; Dunbar 1996; McElre@tlatton-Brock, et al. 2003).

Any cognitive mechanism that would help restrailfisie anti-social behaviour and
promote reputation-enhancing behaviour would egjsglection advantage in this
environment.

Bering argues further that a unique challenge ésgmted by the fact that, in some
cases, an individual mistakenly judges him/hergelfe totally alone or alone with a
potential victim and is tempted to engage in selfftentially reputation-damaging

behaviour. Making this mistake can be disastracabse that individual's genetic
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fitness would be negatively affected if the aavigiessed and reported to the rest of the
social group at all, in the former case, or by soneebesides the victim, in the latter.
Bering theorizes that the intuitive belief in supsural agency and justice developed to
meet this challenge (2006a; 2006b). If individuaiglicitly believe that they are being
watched by some supernatural agency and thatdbkiscg can cause positive and
negative events to occur for them, they are lés$ylito engage in the selfish, reputation
damaging behaviour, even when they otherwise belisemselves to be alone. The
genes necessary for building the cognitive mackitteat make this belief more likely
would enjoy greater success in human populatioas ¢fenes which do not. Bering
hypothesizes that intuitive atheism, then, was ualig eliminated from human cognition
as intuitive atheists were consistently at a mughdr risk of engaging in behaviours that
would seriously affect their reputations in a negatvay and thereby decrease their
genetic fitness.

Bering’'s hypothesis, while intriguing, merits fuethexamination rather than
acceptance. For while some ethnographic studmesdeedence to the hypothesis,
including Evans-Pritchard’s account of the rol&wbth(spirit, God) in monitoring and
enforcing morality amongst the Nuer (1956), otheugh as Harrison’s account of the
role of ancestral spirits in inciting homicide ireMnesia (1993), do not. And while
Bering’s experimental results are suggestive, getyaof factors make them difficult to
interpret. Firstly, Bering and his collaboratoes/ar establish whether or not their
participants explicitly believe in the existencegbiosts. This is problematic in that the
participants’ refraining from cheating on the taghken told of a recent ghost sighting

could be the result of their explicit belief in teristence of ghosts rather than Bering’'s
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hypothesized implicit belief in a supernatural sbcontract. Secondly, social
psychologists Azim Shariff and Ara Norenzayan caned a distinct but similar
experimental protocol to examine the role of relig primes on pro-social behaviour and
found evidence that while religious primes indetfdcied university-aged atheists, they
had no significant effect on adult atheists (200)is result raises the possibility that
Bering’s findings were affected by the age of msvarsity student participants and that
his hypothesis would not necessarily find supddreiexpanded his participant pool to
include adults. And finally, Bering’s study waslyoonducted in the United States, a
country saturated with discourses of supernaturaighment of immorality, raising the
possibility that constant exposure to these dismgjras opposed to any innate implicit
belief, produced his results.

All of the above concerns can and should be adedessough further
experimental research, some of which | hope to gagamyself in the future. Yet, even
through non-experimental research, such as mycgaatit observation in various atheist
and humanist groups and my online survey for lawgabers of non-theists, we can
gather relevant data for evaluating Bering’s hypets. Bering states, for example, that
much of the inspiration for his thesis of a uniatimplicit belief in the self’'s social
contract with some supernatural agency comes fiisravin experiences of what | will
call theistic intuitions which he has in spite of his explicit atheism.ohe experience, he
intuitively interprets his own pain as divine pumsent:

One hot summer day several years ago, | lay hgdad a suffocating Fort
Lauderdale hospital room—the result of an espgciatulent bout of the

19 Given the commentaries concerning the amoralstftthe supernatural in Japan from commentators
such as Benedict (1946), Doi (1973), and Macfar(@0€7), a better test of Bering’s hypothesis cdadd
conducted in Japan.
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flu. Having nothing but the buzzing of dying fliaad the sound of muted
television game-show applause to engage my intdreshed my
attention to the doleful lamentations of my eldedgmmate, a handsome
Navy veteran from World War 1l with a painfully defct hip and, |
gathered, an even more painful theological crisifis hands. It seems
that he had been yanked from the bedside of hid agfe, and he feared
that she'd die without him being there. To maketenatworse, he had the
sneaking suspicion that his son wanted to jettisomoff to a nursing
home after her death, away from their cherisheg@a@und the beautiful
garden they'd cultivated for the last 20 yearsidh't understand why God
is doing this," he protested meekly to a sympathgiung nurse. "We've
always been good people, my wife and me. What didlevto deserve
this?" That's strange, | thought. Didn't | asks$hene thing just the other
day as | was crawling about on the bathroom flegpelling bodily fluids
that | didn't even know | had in me? Indeed, | dadiktinctly recall the
feverish mantra: "Oh, God, please, no more!" Androt particularly
religious. Just what was this connection betwedfesng and God all
about, anyway? This observation got me thinkinguélother existential
experiences. (Bering 2006)

And in another he interprets a random event iretheronment as a communicative sign
from the spirit of his deceased mother, despiteekicit belief that there is no soul to

survive death.

I've experienced firsthand this phenomenon of figdupernatural
messages in everyday events. The morning after atgandied, my
siblings and | were sitting in her living room, etiomally drained and
drowned in our grief. Just then, the wind chimetsiole my mother's
window started to sound. We looked at one anotret |, the family
sceptic, knew exactly what was going through evegi®@heads: "That's
her! She's telling us not to worry!" | knew becautises thinking

precisely the same thing. How strange: Althougldhtl believe in the
afterlife, I still couldn't help but make such autatic inferences about my
dead mother's attempts to communicate with me.ifB&006)

It was experiences such as these that led Berihgs toypothesis and to test it in
the laboratory through several published studresuding the one mentioned above

involving the ghost of a dead graduate student. Beoing, these experiences were not
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thought to result from his religious upbringingaashild or from his somehow
internalizing the widespread discourses concersupgernatural punishment in the
United States. He thought that such experiences mear universal, just as likely for
explicit non-theists as explicit theists and thatcbuld tap such intuitions through lab
based studies.

Yet, one may question the leap from Bering’'s owpegiences to those of non-
theists in general. The extent to which thesatiohns and momentary experiences are
present in the lives of explicit non-theists is acubject of Bering’s investigations, yet it
is quite relevant in testing Bering’s hypothedissuch experiences do not appear to be
widespread amongst non-theists, for example, arstlynare present in the lives of
theists, there is little reason to postulate thisterce of a pan-human unconscious belief
in the existence of supernatural agency for whasearchers should search through
experimental protocols.

In order to investigate how widespread such irdngiare amongst non-theists, |
asked participants, both in interviews and in min@nquestionnaire, about the frequency
and strength of such intuitions, as well as anyi@aar instances they felt comfortable
describing for me. Recognizing that the wordsuition” and “belief” can have a variety
of meanings in the context of such questions,rbthiced the topic with some examples.

Some atheists and agnostics have reported thattegegh they do not

believe in any supernatural beings or powers, gtidyperiodically have

intuitions about supernatural beings/forces beingak. For example,

one atheist noted that, while in severe pain aispital, he felt himself

asking “Why me? | have not harmed anyone,” a thougtich requires an

unconscious belief in a force that punishes immbehlaviours. Likewise,

an agnostic noted that, after walking away fronexesge car accident, she

felt that she must be “meant” for something in tiie&s The questions
below will ask about whether or not you have hachsatuitions and how
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strong you feel they are. Note that the questioasat asking if you
believed and acted upon such intuitions, only i yave had them.

We realize that some of you may be reluctant toloée that you have had

intuitions that are at odds with your beliefs. lwkse, we realize that you

might attempt to guess the answers we are looking¥e can only

request that you give truthful answers rather thase that you think

someone of your beliefs SHOULD give or those tlmat think we are

looking for?°
| then asked participants about the frequencyngthe and descriptions of three different
types of theistic intuitions, as well as any comtae¢hey had about the questions
themselves. The first concerned intuitions aboigfartune being some form of
supernatural punishment. The second concerneidiomisiabout fortune being some
form of supernatural reward or sign of favour. Thied and final type concerned
intuitions of random events being some form of camiwative signal from a

supernatural agent.

| asked all participants of the frequency with g¥hthey had had such intuitions:

How often, since you have held your current vielwesse you had the
thought “Why me? I’'m a good person” when you exgrece an
unfortunate occurrence (e.g. becoming seriousljodling a loved one,
experiencing failure, losing your job, losing arsfggant amount of
money, having a car accident)

% This second paragraph serves two purposes. f@tésfito call attention to the problem of social
desirability in posing questions to self-identifiedn-theists. If atheists pride themselves onrigawvio
belief in the supernatural and no superstitiousigints, they will be hesitant to admit any such eigpees,
especially as they are answering the questionthassts. By calling attention to this bias, | am
encouraging participants to consider the influepicguch a bias on their answer. The second pulipdse
counter some of the demand effects possibly calgdide question or the survey as a whole. By a&skin
atheists if they ever have any theistic thoughtatatever, | am at risk of giving the impressiort them
looking for a particular answer to the questiontkiis case that | really want them to come up wime
theistic thoughts). Given that some participammeered about my intentions in their additional
comments section at the end of the survey, thistisn unreasonable concern. By calling atterttion
these demand characteristic, | am encouragingcjgaatits to consider its influence on their ansveewall
and answer as honestly as possible.
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a) | have this thought every time such an unforteieaent occurs.

b) I normally have this thought when such an unifoate event occurs,
but not always.

c) | have this thought around half the times sutfoidunate events occur.
d) | sometimes have this thought when such an turfate event occurs,
but not often.

e) | never have this thought when such an unfoteuegent occurs.

f) I have not experienced an unfortunate eventesif@ave held my

current views.
If the participant answered a, b, ¢, or d, | wamt@ask them about the strength of such
intuitions and to recall, if they felt comfortalideing so, a particular instance of such an
intuition.

Q) If you have had such intuitions during/afteramiinate events, please

rate their average strength.

a) Very weak

b) Moderately weak

c) Somewhat weak

d) Somewhat strong

e) Moderately strong
f) Very strong

Q) If you have had such an intuition, please desdtie situation in which
it arose. If you have had many such intuitionsapéechoose one or two
that you feel to be noteworthy.

Of the 2,339 non-theists who answered the questigarding frequency of
intuitions pertaining to misfortune and superndtpramishment, 1,157, nearly 50% of the
sample, answered that they never have this typgufion (See figure below). And of
the 978 non-theists who both answered a, b, cfor the frequency question and also

provided an answer for the strength question, 380em answered a) Very weak.
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Similar frequency and strength results were foumrdbth the fortune as reward or
selection and the random events as communicatys sjuestiofi*

Further, after constructing a variable caliethl theistic intuitiongy adding a
participant’s frequency score (O=Never to 4= Alwagstheir strength score (1=Very
weak to 6= Very strong), total theistic intuitiomere found to have a moderate and
statistically significant positive correlation witbtal supernatural belief, as measured by
the quantified explicit belief questions askedieaih the survey (r = .415, N= 2211, p <
.001). This relationship between explicit beliafiaheistic intuitions is also reflected in
the significant difference between self-identifegtieists and self-identified agnostics in
their mean theistic intuitions scores (Atheist M8@® Agnostic M= 6.25) (t = -11.20, df
= 1528, p <.001). This correlation, and the thet nearly half of the non-theists
surveyed report never having such intuitions, moaway from the notion that all human
beings experience such intuitions as a result @vatved belief in the existence of a
social contract between the self and some typemématural agency and toward the
notion that at least some of these intuitions amaraged by one’s explicit beliefs about
such agencies.

While most individuals provided only minimal answéo the question of under
what situation these intuitions arose, such asfietidying, car accident, my favorite
team losing a game” or “being left by a girlfrieddiving a wayward teenage son,” some
described the intuitions in more detail. A 27 yelak non-theistic woman from Trinidad
and Tobago who does not reject religious and nbgives labels, for example, related

the following:

% These frequencies are represented graphicallypjyeAdix F.
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“I remember the last two times | was robbed (a wmm occurrence in my
country), | felt almost like they had gotten theowg person. | have
always tried to understand the factors that leawlestm be more likely to
commit crimes than others. | have argued with petpkhow
compassion. | have spoken publicly against thehdeamalty and written
articles asking for a holistic way of looking at ywbur society produces so
many violent young black male criminals and whysthare the ones who
are punished instead of white collar criminals valsp cause so much
harm. When | was the victim of violent crime mydéilt like "1 don't
deserve this" even though rationally | knew it wassdom. | have even
explained it to myself like | was being tested {ldyom | don't know) to
see just how strong my liberal beliefs are.”

A sixty-eight year old American woman who is a nbemof the Bright&’
organization but also rejects labels having to @b atheism and religion offered this
account and explanation:

“I am Human and for the first 50 or so years oflifeyl was brainwashed

in such ideas. So of course my thought sometinpeasisuch moments!

Like now. | am losing my sight and am in pain fr&ynovial Cysts in my

back. | also felt that way when | had my 3rd operatn 1 year. But | was

and am sick and weak. | feel that those thoughds/shy own personal

weakness and | do know better.”

The fact that nearly half of non-theists testdynever having such theistic
intuitions and the fact that individual total th@sntuition scores are moderately and
significantly correlated with explicit belief inéhsupernatural do not support the claim
that all human beings, as a result of their comenmiutionary heritage, posses an

implicit belief in the existence of supernaturaéagy that guides their interpretations of

fortune, misfortune, and seemingly random evehnlsither do my experiences in

22«The Brights” is a non-theistic organization fowutin 2003 by Paul Geisert and Mynga Futrell. The
term “bright,” means “an individual whose worldviésvnaturalistic —free of supernatural and mystical
elements” (Brights.net FAQ), and was coined in otdepresent non-theism in a positive and moreadiyci
acceptable way, similarly to the homosexual usefvord “gay.” The term has been championedén th
public sphere by philosopher Dan Dennett, but fesl@een criticized by many for insinuating thahno
theists are more intelligent than theists.
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Denmark and Sweden, where many non-theists thaugl intuitions quite strange, as
opposed to many in the US, who disagreed with suahghts, but expressed more
understanding about how one might have such theugbhe Danish non-theist, for
example, a young man whose father is a ministédr@rDanish national church and who
was raised in a liberal religious tradition, listenpolitely to my questions regarding
theistic intuitions as we sat in a Copenhagen pstening to a free concert, yet retained
a bemused smile as he continued to tell me howhataought it was for Danes, himself
included, to have any explicit beliefs or momentatyitions about the operations of
supernatural agents. His smile and his own questiane, “Are these things that
common where you come from?” demonstrated clearlyrfe just how alien some

Scandinavians find supernatural agent beliefs, brfticit and implicit.

Explaining National Differences

The combination of the non-theist responses totouesof their explicit beliefs, the
suggestive results of the questions on theistigtions, and the corroborating
experiences of my fieldwork give us a preliminaigw of non-theistic beliefs
concerning the existence of supernatural agenthalpdanswer some of the concerns
raised by the large scale survey data present@aitkerman and Norris and Inglehart.
Despite understanding and even utilizing two megsof the word “belief,” both
“believe that” and “believe in,” non-theists in tiléest appear to primarily interpret the
word “belief” as “belief that” when the term is pkd in a statement or question
regarding the existence of the Western monotheitid or any other supernatural

agency. This suggests that large scale sociakgsirsuch as the World Values Survey
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and Gallup polls are normally accessing the thaughtheir participants on the truth or
falsity of statements regarding some supernatgehts existence rather than their
devotion to or faith in such an agent and allowshfgpothesis testing on the factors that
can influence such belief.

Further, non-theism does not appear in theselsartgpmerely be concerned with
the rejection of the dominant religious conceptd@n Western culture, but rather
appears to be one label for a generalized natticav®rldview. The vast majority of the
thousands of non-theists that participated ingtusly lack belief in or positively deny the
existence of ghosts, souls, karma, and the agearbfrly to the same extent that they
deny the existence of a traditional or deistic g&elf-identified agnostics, sometimes
labelled as being somehow midway between atheigshtregism, are, from this non-
representative but international sample, much clmsatheism than theism, with
numerous self-identified agnostics answering 0%-bdlgquestions pertaining to the
likelihood of the existence of some supernaturahag@r phenomenon.

One of the most obvious and enduring questiorseddby these data is, of course,
how to account for both belief in supernatural ag@md the absence of such beliefs.
What are the causal dynamics that give rise torsaperal agent beliefs in some but not
others? How do we explain theism? How do we en@theism? The cognitive
scientist of religion Pascal Boyer offers a souratning of the perils of becoming overly
ambitious in such explanations, noting that as magctve are fascinated by differences
between individuals and desire explanations of wig particular person is a theist and
another an atheist, such explanations are notfenfobm even our best accounts (2001,

318-319). This is because the explanations ajicelion offer from a variety of social
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and biological sciences are faced with the samigdiions as explanations of other
behavioural patterns and traits; the explanatiomeern probabilities and the factors that
are likely to make a certain outcome more or lgsdyl, not explanations of a particular
individual in all of his or her complexity. Thedieve can do, as Boyer states, is to
explain “trends in groups, which is certainly fmaging” (319).

While Boyer’s warning may seem to bring the effafrexplanation to a halt, the
fact remains that, regarding theism and non-theigends in groups are precisely what
we have. Data from the World Values Surveys, &xed by Norris and Inglehart and
Gill and Lundsgaarde, data from sociologist PhitlZearman’s account of non-theism in
Scandinavia (2008), and the results of my own naonal fieldwork and surveys all
point towards the conclusion that societies witghler levels of social welfare spending
and “existential security” have lower levels ofib&ln supernatural agents while
societies with lower levels of social welfare spegdand existential security have higher
levels of belief.

It seems, then, that we do indeed have trends gshgnoups in relation to belief
in the existence of supernatural agents, trendscrabe potentially explained with the
tools of the social and cognitive sciences. Ye&t,must attend to an important objection
to such an enterprise before proceeding to attsogt an explanation.

Above, | defended the use of the word “beliefaasimportant and valid word in
the investigation of non-theism, as the word isvkn@nd used by the vast majority of
Westerners, theist and non-theist alike, and | dowit face the same difficulties
discussed by Evans-Pritchard and Rodney Needhamy imwn research. The fact that

nearly all of my participants know and use the wowlvever, has little bearing on
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whether or not the word constitutes a natural kivad science can address. Most
Westerners know and use the word “constellatioat’tlgere can be no real science of
constellations, as the concept refers only to digirand accidental patterns that many
of us may perceive from our perspective on Earttthmt actually tell us nothing
whatsoever about stars, the real natural kind Uyidgrthe phenomenon (McCauley
2004). There can be, and is, a vibrant scientkeo$tars. There is not, nor can there be,
a science of constellations. Before pursing araggtion of belief in the existence of
supernatural agents and the lack of such beliefanwst determine whether “belief” is a

star or a constellation.
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Chapter 2. In Defence of “Belief”

Before discussing theories of religious belief @adbsence, it is important to
acknowledge that “belief” is contested. While tisi®bviously true in the sense that
people disagree, in many cases vehemently so,edmuth value of specific religious
claims, it is just as true in the sense that masggiee about the appropriateness and
utility of the term “belief,” some because theylittis being associated with the term’s
connotations, others because they see those ctionstas evidence that “beliefs” are
much more like constellations than stars, onlyblesfrom our own socio-cultural
perspective and not a natural kind about whichroag legitimately pursue a science.

This was made abundantly clear to me on a chalhuary evening as | rode with
Karl and Janice of New York City Atheists througie tstreets of Manhattan. We had met
earlier that day at a Centre for Inquiry meetingdarlem and had then joined that group
for a meal before Karl and Janice offered to giveeamide to the vicinity of my
temporary lodgings in mid-town. As Karl drove,ridfly outlined my research interests
and used the term “non-belief” as a cover termatbeism and agnosticism. While
manoeuvring his way through traffic, Karl let meoknin no uncertain terms that he did
not accept the term “non-belief’ as a descriptibatbeism. He argued that the label
“non-belief,” when applied to atheists and agnastieaves them vulnerable to the old
theist charge of “not believing in anything” anetéfore having no morals, joys, or
commitments. Seeking to pre-empt such chargeshatéds, Karl protests the use of the
terms “non-belief” and “unbelief’ in discussing atbm.

And while Karl and Janice both were very muchhaf opinion that atheists have

beliefs, such as believing in freedom, in sciemc@eople, they were also quite clear that
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their atheism was not a “belief’ in the same seassa theist’s, referring me to the phrase
from their website and newsletters, “Atheism iadusion, not a belief.” Their
rationale is that belief is a matter of faith ar/adtion while the position that there is no
God is not the result of a leap of faith but rattier result of a process of rational thought
and the sound evaluation of available evidence.

Karl and Janice are by no means alone amongdsattifying atheists in this
viewpoint. Larry Hicock, the coordinator of EastyBAtheists in California, for instance,
objected so strongly to the description of athastthose who “believe God does not
exist” in the survey materials of psychologists & dHunsberger and Bob Altemeyer
(2006) that he immediately stopped taking theivsyras “according to the definition
supplied by the survey, | am not an atheist.” yamgues, “In our culture, the irrational
traits [conviction and faith in spite of evidend&st describe a ‘Believer.” Why, then,
should opinions, logical conclusions demanded hgierwce, and admittedly subjective
taste preferences, be put on the same level asamatost accurately referred to as
beliefs, when their essence is that they lack thesg qualities most associated with
belief (Hunsberger and Altemeyer 2006, 135-136%&m Harris, the popular atheist
author, protests similarly that atheism is not kebsystem or philosophy but rather “the
noise that reasonable people make in the presénogustified religious beliefs” (2006,

51).
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There is more to the contestation of belief besitie conflict between a
researcher’s scientific terminology and the cons@frparticipants about the
connotations of that terminology in their own sgles. There is also the contestation
between those who have long tried to explain religibelief and action within a
scientific framework and other scholars arguind thay may be chasing after
constellations, seen only from our Western perspect

Why do human beings, across space and time, tebelieve in supernatural
agents? This was a central question for manyefftiunding fathers” of anthropology,
including E.B. Tylor (1871) and Emile Durkheim (191 And while it may be the case
that most anthropologists no longer attempt to @nswuch large and ambitious
guestions, a small but growing number of cognisigeentists of religion are again
addressing the question of supernatural beliefar¢ba and McCauley, 1990; Guthrie
1993; Boyer, 2001; Atran, 2002; Whitehouse, 20@D42 Barrett, 2004). These scholars
are optimistic in addressing this question, befiguhat the findings of the cognitive and
evolutionary sciences will allow us to move beydne founding fathers.

Many doubt, however, how far beyond the foundiapérs cognitive scientists of
religion are likely to get, given that, like tha@mbitious intellectual predecessors, they
identify “beliefs” as objects of explanation. Thehaviourist perspective in psychology,
the eliminativist position in philosophy of mindhdithe social-constructivist perspective
in anthropology and religious studies all call igteestion the scientific validity of the
term “belief.” If these criticisms are valid, thew science of religious beliefs is a
doomed enterprise, merely an exercise in playirtg air own biased categories. Below,

I will defend the possibility of a science of bélieom these criticisms, as well as
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demonstrate its legitimacy in the analysis of nlegigm. By utilizing the functionalist
perspective of much contemporary philosophy of nand cognitive science, | will offer

a minimal but productive definition of belief thaltows for a science of belief.

Criticisms of “Belief”

One of the most common criticisms of belief, magdbth psychologists (Watson,
1930) and anthropologists (Needham, 1972; SteadmdrPalmer, 1995), is that beliefs
are unobservable. The argument is that, sincereason is the foundation for all
science, there can be no science of belief.

The criticism that beliefs are unobservable amdefore unscientific is central to
the project of behaviourist psychology. While gan$ychologists managed to begin the
scientific study of the mind in the latter halftbe nineteenth century, some of their
methods, most notably the method of introspectitangioned by Wilhelm Wundt, were
heavily criticized (Holyoak, 1999). The behavia@timovement saw Wundt’s
introspection as too subjective and inconsistesaigling them to reject not only Wundt's
work but all theories and frameworks postulating éixistence of mental states such as
beliefs, desires, and emotions in the explanatidrebaviour. These states are not
directly observable and therefore, according tcabedurists, not legitimate objects of
scientific study. Instead of analyzing these uriladle states, the purpose of scientific,
behaviourist psychology was “to predict, given stienulus, what reaction will take
place; or, given the reaction, state what the sdnar stimulus is that has caused the

reaction,” with no reference at all to internattetaof the organism (Watson, 1930, 11).
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While most psychologists recognized the validitybelief” as a scientific term
after psychology’s “cognitive revolution” in the 8@s and 60s, the criticism that beliefs
are unobservable and, therefore, unscientificcloasinued in the work of several
anthropologists. Evans-Pritchard (1956) writes thi@mately, he cannot know the
psychic attitudes of the Nuer regarding their Bglie kwoth and that such interior states
are “better left to the theologians,” effectivegnmoving such states from scientific
analysis. Similarly, Rodney Needham relates ardrebworking amongst the Penan in
which he cannot find the proper Penan words td'shglieve in God” (1972). Upon
awaking, he realizes that he has no way of knowheg psychic attitudes toward the
deity Pesalong.

Perhaps most forcefully, Steadman and Palmer (1199% argued that beliefs in
supernatural agents are just as hard to identiflyodnserve as supernatural agents
themselves. They argue that, by accepting prodlansaof “belief’” as accurately
reflecting the mental states of the informant, estblogists and other scholars of
religion are neglecting the very real possibilltgt informants, for whatever reason, are
lying or misleading them. If one cannot reliablserve, identify, and verify the
phenomenon under study, they reason, how is onmake any progress in understanding
it? For Steadman and Palmer, the unobservablehésdiefs presents anthropologists
with a problematic situation from which there isegcape. Consequently, a scientific
approach to religion should not attempt to explaehefs in supernatural agents, which
are unverifiable, but rather the “communicated ptaece” of a claim involving
supernatural agents, which we can readily verifpbgerving speech, writing, and

behaviour.
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Another set of critiques concern not the unobddereess of beliefs, but their
non-existence. These critiques originate fromgsuphers of mind, who are engaged in
a long-standing conversation about the nature pfrental lives and how they are
related to our physical bodies.

The notion that people have beliefs and desirddlaat these states explain their
behaviours (e.g. John goes to the refrigeratoruserhe desires food and he believes that
the refrigerator contains food for him to eat)alledfolk psychologyy most
philosophers and cognitive scientists. It undsréiesignificant portion of our
psychological science and nearly all of our eveyyidéerpretations of how our fellow
human beings behave; indeed, a significant bodgs#arch in the cognitive sciences
suggests that we have a natural, pan-human tendematgrpret actions in this way
(Baron-Cohen, 1995; Callaghan et al., 2005). PBsikchology, however, is not accepted
by all philosophers of mind and neuroscientister fRany, most notably eliminative
materialists such as Paul and Patricia Churchfatkipsychology is a mistaken theory
of human cognition and behaviour. The Churchlardsie that, as neuroscience tells us
more and more about how brains work, theoreticatttacts such as “belief” and
“desire” will make less and less sense as waystoave of human cognition
(Churchland, 1981; Churchland and Churchland, 1999y the Churchlands and other
eliminative materialists, the classical, functioapproach and vocabulary will be
replaced by what has come to be known as the “atiomést” approach and vocabulary,
which conceives of mental phenomena as patterastvity amongst large numbers of

interconnected neurons. For eliminativists, beléfd desires will be replaced in our
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scientific ontology by different patterns of neuabfirings, just as the notion of
phlogiston has been replaced by ideas about ogidatid combustion.

Perhaps the best known critiques of “belief” fatraopologists, however, are the
social constructivist critiques offered by Rodnegeldham (1972), Malcolm Ruel (1982),
and Jean Pouillon (1982). Needham, Ruel, and IBawltline the history of the term
“pelief” in western discourse, as well as the numasrconnotations and associations it
has built up over the course of that history, amsequently find it unsuitable as a
comparative anthropological category.

Needham has subjected “belief” to the most extensiiticism, as he questions
the utility and validity of the term in great histmal and philosophical detail throughout
Belief, Language, and Experien@72). He argues that while some of our
psychological concepts, such as imagination, haealgphenomenological basis, our
concept of “belief” does not (134-135). Needhamatodes that, instead of resulting
from a common human experience, our concept ofe¢Beksults from the word itself
and the linguistic conventions surrounding it (108)

Needham reaches this conclusion through an asalf/both the lexical and
ideational history of the term “belief.” Regarditige term’s lexical history, Needham
notes that both the Middle Englibiievenand the Old High Germagilouben,as well as
other terms such as love dieben have their roots in the Indo-Europdanbh,
meaning “to love, want, desire” (Needham, 197242).- Through a variety of socio-
linguistic processe$gubh-has come to mean both “believe” in English &bdline (lust,

or lewdness) in Spanish. For Needham, such rekttips make plain the fact that “the
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general notion represented by the English verbatept of belief is complex, highly
ambiguous, and unstable” (43).

Besides this lexical history, Needham also ouslithes ideational history of the
concept of belief, tracing it to a combination wbtdistinct concepts in the Greek
translation of the Hebrew Bible (ti8eptuagint which was embraced by early
Christians. From the Hebrew comes the thahmin, which translates as “to believe”
and can be used in reference to either statemeptople. In referring to statemerttg,
mzn means to accept something as true and to haverbger” attitude towards that
information (Needham, 1972, 46). In referring &mple, it means something quite
similar to the English term “trust.” This latterei@ning is the primary one of the Hebrew
Bible, as it is used to express the trust that |gelb@ve in their reciprocal relationship
with God. From the Greek comes the teuistetein which was used as the translation of
the Hebrewhe’ min. Being based on the ideapiktis connoting trust, confidence,
loyalty, and certaintypistedeinwas not used in relation to gods in classical &tae
gradually came to be used so as it became an iengddarm in the propaganda of a
variety of proselytizing religions in the regiongluding Christianity (47-48). The Greek
term took on new connotations in early Christiamitth the writings of the New
Testament, as the apostle Paul drew strong coonedbetween belief and obedience and
the term began to refer primarily to the acceptarfdbekerygmaor “message of Christ”
(48-49).

Needham, along with Ruel and Pouillon, notes tieatrly all of the connotations
represented in the lexical and ideational histaofethe term “belief” are present in

contemporary usage. To say that one “believes’statement, especially a religious
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statement, is to not just say that one acceptsttiement as factual, but to colour this
acceptance with shades of emotion and loyalty ded it to the type of love and trust
between close friends or lovers. The key point Needham, Ruel, and Pouillon make is
that while some may view this mixture of acceptatayalty, and love as a universal
human psychological capacity, it is clearly theduat of a complex and specific history
and unsuitable for comparative use; using the teetief” in discussions of non-western
peoples places the burdens of the term’s histodyassociations on their mental lives,
which may have quite different attitudes than ouno Such analyses appear to make a

science of “belief” naive and mistaken.

“Belief” in the Cognitive Sciences

Specifying the relationship between the mentaltaedohysical has been a central
concern for philosophers of mind for centuries.e Tlentieth century saw the growth of
many different perspectives on the mind such asiebrism, identity theory, and
eliminative materialism. Arguably no perspectieyever, has had the philosophical or
scientific impact that functionalism has had, dsai$ become the most dominant
philosophical perspective on the mind and formsdidegs for most research in the
cognitive sciences (Block, 1996; Malony, 1999).

The premise of functionalism is that mental stagesh as beliefs, desires, and
emotions, are not to be defined according to thamstitution (e.g. mental substance or
brain states) but instead are to be defined by thectional, causal roles in a cognitive
system. Cognitive systems take in sensory inpei$porm a host of operations on those

inputs according to a variety of rules, and prodireeoutputs of behaviour and, in some
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cases, conscious experience. Individual mentestae causally and functionally
connected to other mental states, sensory inpodsh@havioural outputs (Block, 1996),
and these connections constitute what it is to paracular mental state. For example,
by examining the work in the cognitive sciences amattionalist philosophy, we can
define “belief” asthe state of a cognitive system holding informafiwot necessarily in
propositional or explicit form) as true in the geagon of further thought and behaviour
(Barrett and Lanman, 2008). | will argue that tmigimal, functional definition of belief
allows us to pursue a science of belief and anfiveeabove criticisms.

Functionalism itself, of course, has not escagedroversy. John Searle’s
Chinese Room argument (1980) and Hilary Putnam’s Barth thought experiment
(1975), for example, have engendered extensiveteebaong philosophers about the
viability of functionalism. Despite these ongoicantroversies, functionalism remains
the dominant philosophical position and the batmach of contemporary cognitive
science, which continually produces strongly pregiee “research programmes”
(Lakatos, 1978). Research in the functionally-dasegnitive sciences has yielded a
wealth of information about the mind, producingteeaind more useful understandings
of numerous cognitive capacities such as memoryg&er, 1996) as well as cognitive
disorders such as autism (Baron-Cohen, 1995).

Our understanding of belief, and religious beilneparticular, has benefited from
the cognitive sciences in several ways, includirggimportant distinction between
implicit and explicit beliefs and the demonstratadfrthe power of implicit beliefs

(Barrett and Keil, 1996; Chaiken and Trope, 199%r8er, 1997).

72



What makes much of the work on implicit beliefsretevant to a science of
religious beliefs is that they do not stay neaflgarated from explicit beliefs. Instead,
implicit and explicit beliefs are very much conregtitand the main direction of influence
is upward, with implicit beliefs doing much to detene our explicit beliefs and
behaviours. Implicit beliefs, for example, sergedafaults for explicit beliefs when no
explicit beliefs have been formulated about a topiphenomenon we recognize as a “gut
feeling” or an “intuition.” In addition, the plaislity of explicit beliefs is greatly
affected by how well they match with our impliciltefs. Developmental and cognitive
psychologists, for instance, have demonstratechiinaian beings and other primates
possess a host of implicit beliefs about the natickbehaviour of physical objects
(Spelke et al., 1992; Povinelli, 2000). And whilés the case that explicit concepts
violating just one implicit intuition about physlaabjects enjoy a mnemonic advantage
(Boyer and Ramble, 2001), violating too many osthatuitions makes an explicit
concept both less memorable and less plausiblecaiNavitness this implausibility in the
difficulty that people have in learning quantum pieg or embracing Paul Tillich’s
notion of God as “the ground of all being” (1978%tead of an agent located in space-
time (Boyer, 2001; Barrett and Lanman, 2008).

The cognitive sciences, then, by assuming thegbghical position of
functionalism, have generated a host of progressisearch programmes that are
continually giving us more and more information abloow our minds work and why we
find certain cultural ideas more plausible thareash Underlying this work is the
minimal definition of belief given above. This dgfion of belief not only allows for

progressive research into the functioning of thednbut also allows us to escape most
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of the criticisms that the term “belief” has comedar by psychologists, philosophers,

and anthropologists.

Answering the Critics

In response to the psychologists and anthropokwikb are troubled by the fact that
beliefs and other propositional attitudes are meatotly observable, | might first point out
that the impossibility of direct observation has simpped physicists from creating
progressive research programmes, with many tecpialidbenefits, on the topic of sub-
atomic particles, which are also not directly olvabte. Physicists can pursue a science
of sub-atomic particles, just as cognitive scigattan pursue a science of belief, by
examining the effects of these non-observableiestitn the observable world, such as
by using particle accelerators to infer the prapsrdf quarks or by examining the eye
movements and facial expressions of pre-linguisfents to infer their beliefs about the
physical world. And this is precisely what theywealone, demonstrating that
progressive science can be built on indirect olzgem.

The above allows the establishment and pursidtsafience of implicit, non-
reflective beliefs. But what about the explicéflective beliefs that most social and
cultural anthropologists are most interested A8 previously mentioned, implicit and
explicit beliefs are not independent; they interaith one another, with most existing
research indicating an important role for implioiefs in the determining of explicit
beliefs and behaviour. Understanding implicit &fsj then, takes us some of the way
towards understanding explicit beliefs. If we knawindividual's implicit beliefs, for

instance, evidence suggests that we can predidcheshthey would find a particular
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explicit idea compelling as well as how they woinltérpret some stimuli (Barrett and
Lanman, 2008). Indeed, Justin Barrett and hisagiles have demonstrated that implicit
beliefs about agents, space, and time influenceihdividuals interpret ambiguous
narratives about divine action to a much greategrexthan those individuals’ explicit,
professed beliefs (Barrett and Keil, 1996, Barrk298)*

Further, in both the laboratory and the field,ca@ attempt to minimize factors
that we think may be leading participants to notrbghful about their beliefs. We can
attempt to interview participants away from othevge can assure anonymity for any
writings and we can even design anonymous onlineeys, giving participants the
ability to accurately report their explicit belieisth much lower anxiety about the
consequences of their reports. In some settingsnay even administer a social-
desirability scale (Crowne and Marlowe, 1960; Joimnst al., 2002), which can tell us if
our participants exhibit a general tendency to btdusr image through their responses at
the expense of truth. And while the social dedlitgtscale is but a small tool, and one
that admittedly does not accomplish the task ofyiag whether or not individuals
explicitly believe what they profess to believesaavalry that assuredly can accomplish
this task is on its way. Sam Harris and colleadwe® recently observed, using fMRI
technology, the different brain states associatigtl @xplicit belief, disbelief, and
uncertainty, demonstrating that beliefs in a vgridttypes of propositions all share a
common neural profile, as do disbeliefs (2007)th#fse results are replicated, this

procedure would allow neuroscientists the abilityptesent a participant with a

% Some cognitive scientists of religion, includingrihg (2006) argue that implicit beliefs are what w
really should be interested in, as they are thietsethat determine behaviour, but most cognitisiergtists,
and certainly most anthropologists, disagree, agythat explicit beliefs are quite important to
understanding human behaviour and society (Whited,02007; Laidlaw, 2007).
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proposition, such as “Do you believe that ancespiits exist?” and, by monitoring their
neural activity, observe whether or not they baigwe proposition, regardless of their
verbal response. While such techniques are clyreofined to neuroscientists with
extensively equipped laboratories, there is Iiti@son to doubt that such technology will
eventually be available in a mobile form for usepsychologists and anthropologiéts.

It is unnecessary to abandon a science of bddefause of their unobservability.
When we can establish implicit beliefs through ekpental procedures and, through
empirically supported theory, connect those impheiliefs to explicit beliefs, and when
we can minimize the effects of less than truthfdividuals on our accounts of the
beliefs of a given group of people using a cullyrappropriate social desirability scale,
and when we can observe beliefs and disbelietseaet/el of the brain using fMRI
technology, we are very much engaged in a sciehbeli@f.

The charges against belief, however, do not el etiarges of unobservability;
eliminativists argue that beliefs do not exist éodbserved in the first place. For
eliminativists, mental activity is to be explainieyg patterns of activation amongst
networks of neurons, not by propositional attitugesh as beliefs and desires.

As outlined above, the cognitive sciences, baseith® philosophical position of
functionalism, have produced and continue to preguogressive and compelling
research programs in a plethora of areas, frornmdenstanding of infant beliefs about
physical objects (Spelke et al., 1992) to the ioipbeliefs concerning personhood that

all human beings appear to share (Baron-Cohen,; I28&aghan et al., 2005). For

24 Ethical questions will inevitably arise with thevdéopment of such technology. The point here,
however, is not to debate the ethics of such ant@lolgy but merely to note that such technology woul
allow us to confirm whether or not an individuatiwedly believes an explicit proposition by examigin
non-voluntary neuronal activity.
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philosopher Daniel Dennett, this makes beliefs deglres very much like “centres of
gravity” (1991). Centres of gravity, as Dennetates, are abstract mathematical points
“definable in terms of physical forces and otheygarties” and are important elements of
strategy and design in domains as diverse as iathbaid aeronautical engineering. Yet,
centres of gravity are not physical things to lmdaited and observed; they are abstract
points that are useful in generating improved ust@edings and technologies.

Dennett’s position, similar in many ways to LyriRedder Baker’s (2001), is that
beliefs, like centres of gravity, are useful absticans for understanding and predicting
actions, even though they may not be physically réaus, even if neuroscience fails to
find brain states that can be identified as padicheliefs, a functional definition of
belief can still yield successful predictions aedaarch programmes. This position, of
course, is not without its critics, and philosoghefr mind continue to debate how to best
understand the relationship between mind and laraghthe status of the propositional
attitudes, including “belief” and “desire.” The stoamportant point for our purposes,
though, is that whether or not beliefs are usdbgtactions of neural activity or
physically real brain states, the concept of “felas continuously demonstrated its
value in producing new and useful findings and desseto be a part of our scientific
ontology. We have little reason to doubt thatiarsme of belief is a philosophically valid
enterprise.

As defined above, “belief’ in the cognitive sciesds the state of a cognitive
system holding information (not necessarily in msiponal or explicit form) as true in

the generation of further thought and behaviounis Tefinition of belief not only stands
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up to criticisms of its unobservableness and its@dstence, but also its cultural
construction.

While the criticisms of Needham, Ruel, and Pouildwe the most historically and
culturally nuanced of any of the critiques of bklteey are, in light of the definition
above, the easiest to dismiss, as they are cnitsctf a much more elaborated and
culturally specific definition of belief than thee offered here. Needham, Ruel, and
Pouillon deftly review the history of the term “dl' and outline its varied connotations
and associations. They present “belief” as a t&itim extensive historical, philosophical,
and theological baggage which weighs down all gitsrto use the term in cross-cultural
comparison. As discussed above, Evans-Pritchalized among the Nuer, as Needham
did among the Penan, that the common Western cootéplief, with its undertones of
passion and dedication, is just not present irivies of all peoples.

Fortunately for the science of belief, we arelmmind by the connotations of
terminology; we can use terms to designate spqaifemomena in the world as long as
we make our definitions clear. We can utilize dieéinition of belief offered above and
pursue a cross-cultural science of belief with merice, as, under this definition, all
human and non-human animals have beliefs. All lkagmitive systems that represent
the world in some way and act according to whay tiedieve to be true about that world,
and we can come to better know these beliefs ltiging the tools of cognitive science
and anthropology.

One may ask, however, whether it is intellectuatiypest and legitimate to retain
the term “belief,” and to argue that one is conohgca “science of belief,” when one has

eliminated many of the connotations that the teas lbuilt up throughout its lexical and
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ideational history. As philosopher of science Robe McCauley has argued, this is not
only perfectly legitimate, but has been common fizadn the history of science.
Numerous precedents exist of changing the meariageym in light of empirical work
for scientific purposes, including those of thertsplanet evolution andgravity
(McCauley, 1986). Pursuing a science of beliefnthis not accomplished via a
philosophical sleight-of-hand, but via a commorestfic practice of updating
definitions based on empirical evidence. As Mc@guargues, “definitions” are never
“definitive” when it comes to empirical matters; herever empirical science is
introduced, there are no final words” (2004).

Even if one accepts the arguments above concetinéniggitimacy of a science
of belief, there remains the issue of our respolitgés as researchers for the
consequences of the words we choose. By choosiegan word, such as belief, to
designate a particular empirical phenomenon witickvive are concerned, are we
automatically endorsing that word’s connotationd #rereby choosing sides in the
ideological and philosophical disputes in which participants are engaged? If so, what
can we do about it?

By writing about the “beliefs” of non-theists regang the existence or non-
existence of supernatural agents, am | automatita#ting the side of theistic critics of
atheism, implying that their beliefs are just axchha matter of “faith” as theists’ beliefs?
Am | also implying that, since they lack belieftie supernatural, they must also lack
devotion to any abstract ideas and values? lawa,can I fulfil my duties as both a

scholar seeking to advance our understanding efbelnd as a fieldworker?
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This thesis, as a whole, constitutes my answrdse questions. My view is that
by reviewing a term’s connotations and being asipeeas we can be about how we are
and are not employing it keeps us from endorsiongdlsaid connotations. Further, it is
sometimes possible to address participants’ cosdérough one’s work. Numerous
atheists, including Karl from New York Atheistsy f'example, are concerned that talk
about atheists as “non-believers” or lacking bdkeives atheists open to charges from
theists that they must somehow be devoid of manaviction and loyalty to a cause,
since they “don’t believe in anything.” Yet, | geived quite clearly during my time
with atheist and humanist groups a depth of comenitrand loyalty to various moral
values and political philosophies and include aalysis of said “beliefs” later in this
thesis; consequently, | directly address and reh#echarges with which Karl and others
were so concerned.

One must be wary, however, that in addressingoheerns of one’s participants
that one is not merely becoming a spokespersothéir views at the expense of
commitment to stating what appears to be the casedoon the best available evidence.
Many, if not most, atheists, agnostics, and hungnigr example, argue that their views
are the result of rational reflection on the auad#gzevidence and that religious beliefs
result only when one is strongly affected by iwatl forces such as indoctrination or
emotional weakness and that “belief” necessarilgmseholding something to be true or
being committed to something without evidence tioral justification. This is the view
that guides Larry Hicock in his objection to Hunsje and Altemeyer’s survey, which
labels an atheist as one who “believes that God dotexist.” Yet, as will be discussed

later in this thesis, the hypothesis that ratighalught is solely responsible for non-
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theism is an empirical claim and is based on dqdatrr view of human cognition, a view
that is very questionable in light of the evidefroen both the cognitive sciences and the
history of ideas. In this particular case, thedence problematizes, rather than supports,
the arguments of many atheists and humanists.

In attempting a science of religious beliefs, ntome scholars, including the
present writer, are assuming that beliefs existigactive elements of the world for us to
study. As should be clear at this point, thisasan uncontroversial assumption, as
scholars from numerous disciplines have expressabtdhat “belief’ is a proper term or
phenomenon for scientific study and many of theppewhose beliefs we wish to discuss
reject the term as describing their views becafi#s connotations.

What | hope to have made clear is that we canesddill of these criticisms in a
satisfactory way. Ultilizing the minimal, functidrefinition of belief as the phenomena
of a cognitive system holding information to beetin the generation of further thought
and behaviour allows us to indirectly observe imipleliefs, construct progressive
research programs based on those observationsyaitithe connotations of the term
“belief” that have kept it from being a suitablentefor cross-cultural inquiry. Moreover,
we can address many of the concerns our partigpaay have with the connotations of
our terminology by being precise about how we &iagia particular word and also offer
support for their claims when they are supportethieyavailable evidence. With this
account of belief, | argue that we can legitimaglysue a science of supernatural agent

beliefs. | now turn to that science.
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Chapter 3. Explaining Belief in Supernatural Agent

There have been many explanations for the factsihatany human beings believe in the
existence of supernatural agents among both schatat non-scholars alike. Some
explanations focus on the nature and shortcomihgsman reasoning, others on human
emotions, and still others on human social strectuwill argue below, as Evans-
Pritchard (1965) and Pascal Boyer (2001) have arpeéore me, that most of these
explanations face insurmountable difficulties derstific explanations of supernatural
agent beliefs. | will outline the growing field tife cognitive science of religion as a way
forward in the effort to explain such beliefs, bl also call attention to what | see as an
explanatory gap in this approach as currently fédated. | will argue that recent
interdisciplinary work by evolutionary anthropolesgdoseph Henrich on the notion of
credibility enhancing displays can help the cogeitcience of religion cross this
explanatory gap and better account for supernaageht beliefs, as well as their

absence.

Varieties of Explanations

A) Failure of Rationality

At a quiet, Sunday evening meeting of the St. L&tasionalist Society, after watching a
few videos of atheist debates and religious pdaditis, Bart wondered aloud why people
believe in supernatural agents like God or gods.wnt on to offer his own answer to
this question, which involved puzzling over botk tirandeur and causality of sunsets,
dreams, and death and the intellectual satisfatiansupernatural agent explanations

can provide. Bart is not alone among contempoatirgists and humanists in positing
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such an intellectualist account of belief in supdunal agents; | found individuals
offering similar theories in every city and countnjisited.

Conversations and debates about the origins igioelwere quite common
amongst the atheists and humanists | spent tinteivthe United States, United
Kingdom, and Denmark. The existence and persistehceligion was very much a
puzzle. “How can they possibly believe that stuffffequently heard. “l just don’t
understand how you can read the Bible and thinkK."GHow does that happen?” In
most of these discussions, the intellectualisttmrsivas outlined, quickly to be followed
by an emotionalist one. One middle-aged man at bdBis Atheist Meetup exhaled and
shook his head during one such conversation, “sglgeme people just can’t face death,
just can’t be alone.”

Underneath such questioning and theorizing isfisamption that belief in the
existence of supernatural agents is somethingghait obvious and that needs to be
explained, as opposed to other types of beliefsateathought to result from the proper
functioning of our sensory and cognitive faculti@$e assumption is that something has
clearly gone wrong in those individuals who beli@vsupernatural agents. In the view
of many atheists and humanists, humanity is ratioHaman beings sense the world and
act on this information through the use of reasoorder accomplish their ends. Since
no sensory information directly concerning superredtagents can be found, our rational
capacities should rule out such beliefs. Yet thleey are, all the same.

Atheists and humanists are not alone in eithar theories or their assumptions.
Rather, they share them with many social scientistem Max Miller's notion of poetic

descriptions of natural wonders turning into sup&ural agent beliefs through a “disease
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of language” (Gifford lectures) to E.B. Tylor’s mat of animism emerging from the
puzzlement over dreams and death (1876) to Emil&H2um’s account of the totemic
principle serving as a symbol of the otherwise mpeehensible “social’ (1912) , to
Bronislaw Malinowski’s account of how religion anthgic exist to assuage the fear of
death and lack of control (1948), to Rodney Stawtk William Sims Bainbridge’s theory
of religious compensators (1987), scholars of i@tigand culture have commonly held
that human beings are rational animals and thgtsohe powerful process, such as a
drive to understand the universe or society ona@stential fear of death, could
overpower our normal, rational faculties to prodsapernatural beliefs.

While each of these individual theories face®ws difficulties, as evidenced by
the criticisms of Evans-Pritchard (1965) and PaBegler (2001Y° all face two general
problems. First, all constitute “magic-bullet” éapations that attempt to account for a
great diversity of phenomena with one single precedecond, all are based on an overly
charitable view of the rational status of humanrcton.

Regarding magic-bullet explanations, ethnographave documented a
significant degree of diversity in religious tradits around the world, many of which
differ extensively from Western monotheistic tramhs. By attempting to explain this
diversity in terms of a single process such asneig urge to explain the universe or a
need for comfort in the face of death, Western kchdrequently reveal a lack of

knowledge of the religious beliefs and practiceaon-Western societies. For instance,

5 Evans-Pritchard (1965), for instance, criticizes#onalist theories in that the emotional stahesight
to drive religiosity, such as guilt or anxiety, dot seem to be present at before or during maigioak
activities, as well as social theories such as Beirk’s in that many situations exist in which tlations of
the sacred have little relation to social structamntradicting Durkheim'’s claim that religious ceptions
are projections of the social. Boyer also finddtfavith these theories, arguing that intellectstali
explanations such as Tylor's assume a generaltargeplain the universe, an assumption not borrbgut
cognitive science, and that emotionalist theonehsas Freud’'s and Malinowski’s fail to explain wdili/
sources of fear and anxiety do not produce conmigttieliefs and practices.
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if one accepts the idea that human beings belietiea existence of supernatural agents
because they need to be comforted from a fearathd® the anxiety of an unpredictable
world, how should one explain beliefs in the existeof very frightening, unpredictable
supernatural agents and forces, such as thoseasesry the Fang in Cameroon (Boyer
2001) and the Azande of the Sudan (Evans-Pritch@8d)? What exactly is comforting
about the belief that unpredictable witchcraft nelke one’s life or one’s family at any
time? There is clearly more to explaining thedfdh supernatural agents and forces
than fear of death or terror at the unpredictabditlife.

A more fundamental issue with these explanatisrisair assumption of a largely
rational human nature. Theories about human thoargih behaviour and how they are
affected by environmental stimuli, from disastrewents to quiet discourse, cannot help
but make assumptions about how human minds wgpkaoessing those events and
discourses and producing meaning and behaviourg¢SI896; Lawson and McCauley
1990; Lanman 2007). In the case of most athethamanist theories of religion, as
well as most social scientific explanations ofgeln, the human mind is seen as
operating largely according to the principles diaaality. This assumption of rationality
is present in a wide variety of settings, from paileal atheist texts to atheist and
humanist statements in meetings to debates withgt@theists defending the idea of
humanity as fundamentally rational.

There is perhaps no more forceful statement ofigw that the normal, healthy
state of humanity is rational than the work of gsytberapist Albert Ellis, an author that
several atheists in the United States instructedonnead if | wanted to learn more about

the psychology of religion. Ifthe Case Against Religi¢h980), Ellis characterizes the
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natural, healthy human condition as self-interestetf-directed, tolerant, accepting of
uncertainty, intellectually flexible, objective ti@nal, scientific, committed to something
outside of the self, risk-taking, and self-accepiig-4). Religious belief, for Ellis,
discourages most of these traits and thereforetitaies a “mental and emotional
disturbance.” For Ellis, and presumably for thatigeists who recommend his work, a
human being will not hold religious beliefs if afl his or her mental processes are
functioning in the ways for which they are designed

While not all participants in atheist and humanstetings were as direct as Ellis
in labelling religious belief as a mental disordéfecting an otherwise rational mind,
most discourse indeed revealed a view of humanitiogras rational and religion as
irrational, from the general puzzlement and theéogover why some people believe in
the existence of supernatural agents to statersantsas “I've never met any religious
people whose reasoning hasn’t been corrupted lwyltbkef,” and constant references to
religious instruction as “brainwashing.”

Moreover, this point was made most clear to me diiscussion | had with Karl of
New York City. | told him that | was researchirgffieism, agnosticism, humanism, and
all things non-theism” and that two goals of thejgct were “to get a better descriptive
understanding of what non-theists think and belegyeut a variety of issues as well as
test a variety of ideas from psychology and antblogy about the causes of non-
theism,” which was the normal introduction to mgjpect. Karl immediately replied that
what | really needed to be looking at was not wisatses atheism but “how rational

people can believe in religion; how is that possibl
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| responded to Karl with the main point of someta research on human
cognition, explored below, that human beings ateatidhat rational in the first place.

He strongly disagreed with this, emphasizing tothat human beings are indeed rational
and referencing how he and many other people he kngaged in a rational process of
research, comparison, and judgment on a regulé bagn buying commodities such as
cellular telephones. “I saw my friend evaluatetladl pros and cons of these different
models, rationally evaluate the costs and beneiitd,make a sound choice for himself.
Don't tell me people are not rational.”

And as stated above, Karl and other atheists anthhists with this view are not
alone. Many social scientists attempting to exptaligion, as well as those working in
other domains such as economics, have held toasiassumptions about human
rationality. These scholars operate under whdoghpher Edward Stein calls the
“traditional,” “ideal,” or “standard” picture of teonality. Under the traditional account,
people reason according to normative rational jwlas, except for the occasional
“momentary lapse” or “performance error,” and takéion according to their best
interests as they rationally weigh the means and eha given situation (Stein 1996).

This traditional account has come under sustaasedult from studies in the
cognitive sciences over the last forty years dernatisg time and time again that human
beings in a variety of settings, even those witleesive education, do not reason
according to normative principles; in fact, thegteynatically deviate from them

(Kahneman et al. 1982; Gigerenzer and Todd 1998yi8h 1993)*® The implication of

% While evidence against ideal rationality has acsiated through the efforts of numerous researchers,
cognitive psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Amosr3ky’s work is among the most widely cited. One
of their most famous studies concerns how langtimgmes” people’s rational decision making (1984).
might be thought that if people are rational, thegch beyond cultural-specific wording and grasptthe
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such work is that rather than rational human bemggeely deviating from their normal
thought processes under certain conditions, owahcbgnitive architecture is not
constructed in ways conducive to ideally ratiomalught in the first plac.

According to accounts of bounded rationality, ham@asoning can best be
characterized as a set of simple heuristics thak goite well in producing adaptive
behaviours given the limitations of time and infatron that human beings face.
Cognitive and social psychologists have providedence for such simple heuristics in a
wide variety of domains (Gigerenzer et al. 1999) avolutionary psychologists and
anthropologists have conducted both theoreticalesmnpirical work exploring the role of

evolved psychological mechanisms and cultural mfgion in these simple heuristics, as

meaning of statements and states of affairs, astliws them to act in their own rational beséiasts.
Kahneman and Tversky show that this is clearlythetcase.

One of their experiments involves giving people fpvoblems concerning a deadly disease that
could kill six hundred people. In the two formaiientical problems, subjects get two options glifing
the disease. In problem number one, option onessavo hundred people while option two gives a one-
third chance of saving everybody and a two-thitisnce of saving nobody. When given problem one,
nearly all people choose option number one anddathai risk of so many people dying. In the second,
formally identical problem, option one has four Hred people dying while option two gives a oneethir
chance that no one dies and a two-thirds chantalfrsix hundred die. When given problem two,hea
all people choose option number two, taking thle tissave the most people. Problem fraenesresults
in positive terms, saving people, and most subgw®se the sure thing. Problem two frames results
negative terms, people dying, and subjects takeétskeThe experiment shows that by framing decisio
options in positive or negative terms, one can eaubjects to avoid risks or take risks, respelstiveThe
subjects are not rationally evaluating the meaiisegms of the situation and deciding accordingetb s
interests. They do not recognize the identicalimeaof the problems.

Another study by Kahneman and Tversky revealstimunction fallacy in individuals’
judgments of probability. When presented with arelster description of a person named Linda who is
single, 31, bright, outspoken and that, as a celktgdent, majored in philosophy and expressedetonc
about social justice, participants normally ratg Lihda is a bank teller and is active in the feistin
movement” as being more likely than “2) Linda isank teller,” though they do rank 3) Linda is aetin
the feminist movement” as being the most likely jédging 1) to be more likely than 2), participaatre
committing the conjunction fallacy, as 2) will alygbe true when 1) is true and even though thenatf
Linda’s being in the feminist movement fits the ctgstion, it is not proved by it (Tversky and Katmman
1983).

27 Such evidence does not necessarily entail thahust label human beings as irrational, however, as
several philosophers and psychologists argue ondthtion of “bounded rationality,” not only as a
descriptor of human thought but as a more realigition of what rationality itself entails (Gigemanr et al.
1999; Gigerenzer and Selten 2001; Stein 1996). ddes it necessarily entail the futility of philgy and
science. The argument is not that human beingmeapable of reasoning according to normative
principles when evaluating evidence, but merely tha cognitive systems are not constructed so as t
naturally reason in this way in most situations.
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well as how they can produce false and maladapéiselts when operating in
environments sufficiently different from those respible for their development (Buss
2005; Henrich et al. 2001).

With this new, evidentially-supported view of hum@asoning, we are led to re-
evaluate explanations of beliefs in the existerfcapernatural agents. No longer do we
require overly-ambitious magic-bullet explanatidmsreligious beliefs. We have no
need to posit scenarios of traditionally ratiosaientifically-oriented human beings
butting their intellects up against the unknowrothrerwise rational human beings merely
being overcome by deep-seated desires for immiyreailid meaning. We have no need
for such ambitious explanations because the rdtraimal that they argue must be
overcome does not appear to exist. With this niew of human reasoning, the question
shifts from how do rational people actually beli@veéhe existence of supernatural agents
to what heuristic cognitive devices and strategefiuman beings possess that make

such ideas attractive and believable.

B) Socialization

While many atheists and humanists subscribe ttréfoitional view of human rationality,
others at least partially embrace the model of bedrrationality and argue for the
existence of a heuristic strategy of believing wira’s close relatives say about the
world. Further, they argue that such socializaggplains why human beings believe in

supernatural agent&. Perhaps no atheist is more famous in his charigjaf this idea

2| use the word “partially” here because it is cléat while many atheists and humanists recoghize
“listen to your parents” heuristic, they then infieat this heuristic must then be sufficiently pofukto
over-ride our otherwise ideally rational minds. eltreuristic ends up becoming yet another magiebull
explanation for how rational animals such as hutrgings can come to believe in the supernatural.
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than Oxford biologist Richard Dawkins, wholihe God Delusiomargues that religious
beliefs are a by-product of the fact that “natwelection builds child brains with a
tendency to believe whatever their parents andltglders tell them” (2006, 176). For
Dawkins and the numerous atheists and humanidtemidarse this view, believing the
testimony of others in one’s society is a usefigrstive heuristic in complex, dangerous
environments in which learning by trial-and-errangrove fatal.

Further, when | asked non-theists in my surveymarabout how old they were
when they became or began to self-identify as heists and also to describe this
process, many participants responded by attribukiagy never having any supernatural
agent beliefs to their lack of religious socialiaat “l was born into an atheist family, so
| have never been a believer” replied a 49 yeanwte Non-theist from Hungary. A
nineteen year old female atheist from the UnitedeStsaid similarly that, “I was not
raised by religious parents or in a particularlgieus community (New York City) so
never came to believe in a god.” A 40 year old mateerican atheist said further, “|
think this (atheism) is the natural state, if yoe aot indoctrinated. | always had it.”
There is, then, a common belief among non-thdmstsahildren are especially susceptible
to religious ideas propagated by their parentscamimunities and that whether or not
one comes to have beliefs in the existence of siaparal agents is largely a matter of
socialization.

Once again, a common theory among non-theistsasfaund among
anthropologists, humanities scholars, and sociahsists. Further, in the case of theories
regarding the importance of socialization in deiaing our beliefs and behaviours, non-

theists offer a theory that is largely a truisnamthropology and psychology. From the
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early work of John Locke stressing the importarfcexperience in the determination of
beliefs (1690) and that of Giambattista Vico stiregshat human beliefs, thoughts, and
feelings were profoundly different in other soast{1725), to early anthropologists such
as Boas (1911) and Rivers (1916) stressing theofatalture in motivation and
behaviour, to Marshall Sahlins’ claims concerning important role of Hawaiian
mythology in determining how Hawaiians perceiveel &rival of Captain James Cook
(1995), social scientists have stressed the dat@rgirole of social and cultural
environments on individual belief and behavibur.

The importance of socialization for determining aoly the content of religious
beliefs but also whether or not an individual Hesn in the first place has been argued
forcefully by social psychologists Bruce Hunsberged Bob Altemeyer over the past
three decades (Hunsberger 1983; Altemeyer and Fogsb1997; Hunsberger and
Altemeyer 2006). Hunsberger and Altemeyer endarsscial learning theory” or
“socialization” theory for religious belief and agiasy, based on their surveys and
interviews with thousands of university studentthie United States and Canada.

The crucial measure in their work is what they adteligious emphasis” scale,
consisting of twenty questions about the extentticch the “important people” in the
participants’ lives, such as parents, teacherschaocch officials, engaged in specific

socializing actions. Items include “Review thed®ags of the religion at home?,”

29 While nearly all social scientists and psycholtgicknowledge the role of socialization on bedied
behaviour, there remains considerably debate dimthtthe nature and extent of such influence. Some
anthropologists and sociologists suggest thatataieliefs, true or false, religious or scientjfare to be
explained by looking at the social contexts in vbhicose beliefs are created and transmitted (Bamés
Bloor 1982) as opposed to some standard of rattgral by obvious physical reality and also thalteral
traditions are the key to understanding behavisucl{ as Hawaiians’ reactions to Captain Cook) {8sahl
1995). Others in evolutionary psychology and aspibtogy argue that, despite the relevance of
socialization, evolved psychological mechanisme alerk to produce beliefs and behaviour, affecttwha
types of beliefs and behaviours can more easilydyesmitted via socialization, and even allow for
socialization to occur in the first place (Buss 20Boyer 2001, Sperber 1996).

91



“Make religion the centre, the most important mdryour life?,” and “Emphasize
attending religious services as acts of personadtien?” Participants are instructed to
respond to each question using a 7 point scale.

Hunsberger and Altemeyer continually find sigrafit differences between
individuals who have become apostates and thosehay® not, with apostates having
significantly lower religious emphasis scores tht@ir non-apostate co-participants.
This finding suggests that the more emphasis isepl@n religious beliefs and
behaviours in the homes, schools, and churches widavidual, the more likely that
individual will be to exhibit those beliefs and laefours.

While we can accept Hunsberger and Altemeyer’a datl therefore the
importance of socialization in determining whetbenot an individual becomes an
apostate from their original religious traditioeysral problems face the socialization
account as an explanation for why human being®sonly believe in the existence of
supernatural agents.

First, the socialization hypothesis cannot accéamthe widespread similarities
in supernatural concepts without taking on unsurtisteed diffusionist assumptions.
How are we to explain the fact that some numbeéndif/iduals in all known societies
believes in the existence of non-physical agenth@fact that so many societies view
some of these agents as being concerned with smhaliour? These similarities most
likely arise from factors besides socialization.

Second, socialization alone cannot account faoheal changes, such as the
widely documented phenomena of secularization istéfa Europe since the end of the

Second World War (Bruce 2002; Norris and IngleR&@4). If a simple, deterministic
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version of the socialization hypothesis is true enitiren take on the beliefs and
practices of their parents, how are we to accoumnthfe decline in religious belief and
practice in such countries as Denmark, Swedentrenbetherlands? Other factors
besides socialization appear to also be resporfsibtbe presence or absence of
supernatural agent beliefs and practices surrogrttiem.

Finally, if we accept the most common versionhaf $ocialization hypothesis,
which holds that beliefs and practices are intézadlmerely through imitation and a
domain general learning capacity (exhibited by Henger and Altemeyer’s focus on
“emphasis”), we are assuming a view of the humamdrimcongruent with the evidence
from the cognitive sciences. As cognitive scigatfeom Steven Pinker (1997) and
Pascal Boyer (2001) to Annette Karmiloff-Smith aedleagues (1997) have pointed out,
no cognitive system can learn from its environmeitihout some pre-existing capacities
and dispositions to attend to particular featufeh® environment and treat them in
particular ways. If we accept the socializatiopdiypesis, how are we to account for the
fact that some supernatural concepts, such as mgsigal agents who act in the world
according to their own beliefs and desires, areagy to acquire from the cultural
environment while other supernatural concepts, sisdhaul Tillich’s notion of God as
the “ground of being” (1963) are so difficult tocaiire and useé? It appears that
particular cognitive capacities and dispositioasher than mere imitation and absorption

of cultural discourse, are also at work in the dateation of our beliefs.

30 Such cognitive advantage in acquiring and trartsrgiconcepts and beliefs is not limited to religio
concepts. One can also see such dynamics in csnaleput the physical world, as particular notiabsut
the physical world, such as those postulated imiyum mechanics, are not easily absorbed from the
environment but require extensive education.
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C) Cognition and Aggregate Relevance

The weaknesses of explaining supernatural agetf®eals a failure of rationality or
merely the result of socialization point to the orance of cognitive mechanisms in
influencing our beliefs. Ascertaining what cogvetimechanisms human beings possess
and how they operate has been the task of cogmitiemtists for half a century (Wilson
and Keil 1999; Bechtel and Graham 1998). Theirigong efforts have problematized
the notions that we arrive at our beliefs throughraess of ideally rational thought or a
process of simple socialization but have also effex way forward in understanding the
foundations of supernatural agent beliefs.

This way forward was anticipated by Dan Sperbéh Wwis “epidemiological”
approach to culture (1985, 1990). According togpelemiological account, cognitive
mechanisms and tendencies compose the “local eonslitthat allow particular types of
mental representations to survive and thrive witiman minds and therefore become
“cultural” representations, in that similar mentgpresentations are shared by others in a
population. Inspired by Sperber and other theosach as Noam Chomsky, a small
number of scholars in the late 1980’s and early01®Began to examine how particular
cognitive mechanisms and tendencies could helpa@xpte ubiquity of a variety of
phenomena that have normally been called “religidtis

E. Thomas Lawson and Robert N. McCauley (1990; Md€y and Lawson
2002), for instance, outlined a theory of religioitgal competence that argues for the

importance of what they refer to as our “actiorrespntation systems” in generating

31 In saying that these phenomena have normally beked religious, these scholars recognize that the
term, “religion,” does not refer to a natural kiachenable to scientific explanation. They argueyéwer,
that numerous phenomena that we normally classifglgious, such as supernatural agent beliefs and
ritualized behaviour, do constitute real pattemthie world that are amenable to scientific exptiana
(Boyer 2001; Whitehouse 2004).

94



patterns in ritual practice, such as why some tgpegual are more likely to be
emotionally arousing or more likely to be repeat&thortly thereafter, Harvey
Whitehouse formulated his theory of modes of rebgy, which argues for the
importance of the properties of our mnemonic systamexplaining the tendency of
religious traditions to gravitate towards certamcial and ritual arrangements, namely
more localized communities emphasizing infrequerttdmotionally arousing rituals and
more dispersed communities emphasizing frequemdmHiarousing rituals (1992, 1995,
2000).

In the effort to explain supernatural agent bsligtie first scholars to utilize
cognitive theory were Pascal Boyer (1994, 2001) Stedvart Guthrie (1980, 1993).
Boyer argues that evidence from cognitive and dgrakntal psychology strongly
supports the idea that, despite the specific ogto#b categories that a culture may
transmit, the same sets of intuitive inferenceateel to physical objects, living kinds,
artefacts, and persons appear on a relatively file@@lopmental schedule in human
children3? Boyer calls such inferences “intuitive” in thhey occur automatically when
an individual is confronted with a member of a givatological category. He argues
further that a significant portion of what havediteonally been called “religious”
representations are in fact “minimally counter-itite representations” (MCI) in that

they violate at least one, but not usually mora tiweo, intuitive inferences pertaining to

32 For example, Angeline Lillard and colleagues hdeeumented cross-culturally that the maturationally
natural system (McCauley, in press) that most palpdists call Theory of Mind (TOM), a system that
produces intuitive beliefs and inferences abouirttentional states of agents, emerges in childten
around five years of age, despite differing soctadtexts and explicit notions of what constitutes
personhood (Callaghan, Rochat, et al. 2005). SityjlElizabeth Spelke and her colleagues have
identified a number of the implicit beliefs aboutygical objects that humans develop within the firs
months of life, such as the belief that an objadtfall if not supported, that it cannot pass thgh other
objects, and that it requires time to move (Sp&b@1).
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their ontological category’. For example, a statue that can hear and unddrktanan
speech is a minimally counter-intuitive represeatain that it involves a transfer of an
intuitive inference from the category “person” tonember of the category “artefact.”

Boyer argues that minimally counter-intuitive cepts are more memorable than
other types of concepts and consequently are rma@lg to be transmitted to others and
become widespread. He supports this argumentghrawcross-cultural study in France,
Gabon, and Nepal that suggests minimally countietitine representations are more
memorable than entirely intuitive representationsre counter-intuitive representations
that violate multiple intuitive inferences, and elgrstrange representations (Boyer and
Ramble 2001).

Stewart Guthrie, however, argues that supernaageht concepts are compelling
not because of their being somehow opposed tovauy@ay intuitions about the world
but because of our intuitive tendency to anthropgmiae. Guthrie documents this
tendency in numerous societies, contexts, and ievetiner species, from human beings
seeing faces in the clouds or the message of sonme dbeing in a storm or earthquake
to a bobcat mistaking a stick for a snake. Guthrgries that overattributing agency in
general is an evolutionary successful cognitivategly, as false positives, such as
mistaking a boulder for a bear, are much lessytisdéin false negatives, such as
mistaking a bear for a boulder; the former may poada pause in activity, fear, or

embarrassment, while the latter may produce dddéhargues further that seeing such

% This particular definition of “counter-intuitivé® a technical one in that the criteria for counter
intuitiveness are not given simply by how difficalt idea is to understand or accept but by thegpties

of the maturationally natural cognitive systemsdssed by cognitive and developmental psycholagists
Therefore, while most Americans may state that fired/the concept of the Christian God intuitive in
everyday discourse, the concept of the Christiad, @ocording to the properties of our maturatignall
natural cognitive systems, is counter-intuitive.
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agency as in some way human is also a “good béthasnost valuable interpretations
usually are those that disclose the presence dfewbais most important to us,” that
being other human beings (1993, 3).

The accounts of Boyer and Guthrie have been dpgdland synthesized over the
last ten years by a number of scholars in whathage to be called the cognitive science
of religion, who offer broadly similar accountstbt role of a variety of cognitive
mechanisms in explaining supernatural agent bglgdsrett 1999, 2004; Barrett and
Nyhof 2001; Pyysiainen 2001, 2004; Boyer 2001; A2802; Atran and Norenzayan
2005; Slone 2004; Sorensen 2005; Kirkpatrick 200Bitehouse 2004). These scholars
explain the human propensity to form supernatuyah&beliefs as a result of what Boyer
calls “aggregate relevance” (2001). For Boyerraggte relevance refers to the
“successful activation of a whole variety of merggdtems” and constitutes an
explanation for the prevalence of certain typebafefs by assuming that the more
intuitions with which a concept or statement issistent, the more credence we give to it
(2001, 298). For cognitive scientists of religitime task has been to outline the roles a
variety of cognitive mechanisms play in producintyitions that make supernatural
agent concepts believable.

Following Boyer, cognitive scientists of religioote the role of our intuitive
ontological inference systems in making supernatutdao be more specific, minimally-
counter intuitive concepts more memorable thanrdgpes of concepts (Atran 2002;
Barrett 2004; Pyysiainen 2001). Further, followiagthrie, cognitive scientists of
religion note that our agency detectors, commaaibelled as our hypersensitive agency

detective devices (HADD) (Barrett 2004), help makpernatural agent concepts more
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believable, as our HADD produces intuitions of finesence of some agency and,
because of their counter-intuitive properties saglnvisibility, supernatural agents
cannot be discounted as being responsible for thésgéons.

In addition, cognitive scientists of religion haargued that, because of their
counter-intuitive properties, supernatural ageats lze thought to have access to
“strategic information” about our lives and thesivof others (Boyer 2003.
Consequently, these concepts possess signifiaafetréntial potential” in that our
cognitive mechanisms devoted to representing thefdand intentions of agents,
commonly called Theory of Mind (TOM) (Premack and&uruff 1978; Wellman 1990;
Baron-Cohen 1995), produce inferences about wieadupernatural agent may know
about our actions and our cognitive mechanismsteeMo moral evaluations (Hauser
2006; Haidt and Kesebir 2009) produce inferencesiahow such an agent would
evaluate such actions (Boyer 2001; Barrett 20@d)) of these inferences, according to
many cognitive scientists of religion, work to iaese the aggregate relevance of
supernatural agent concepts.

Further, Barrett (2004) argues that supernatgahs are made more believable
because of the human tendency, present very eslif to view the natural world as
being created by some agency for some purposeetBealls attention to the work of
developmental psychologists Olivera Petrovich (199B9), whose findings suggest that
children favour explanations of divine rather thaman creation for the natural world,

Margaret Evans, whose findings suggest that childpecifically taught evolutionary

% The term “strategic information” is introduced Bgyer inReligion Explainedo label the subset of
information in an individual's mind that triggetts socio-cognitive mechanisms, including thosegieirig
to cheating, cooperation, competence, and trushivaass. Boyer stresses that to call a piece of
information “strategic” says nothing at all abol fpiece of information itself but rather how thegce of
information is treated by a mind (2001, 155).
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explanations for species will still favour creaigtraccounts (2001), and Deborah
Kelemen, whose findings suggest that children ieatures of natural objects as
purposeful (an example being children thinking ttextain rocks are pointy so that no
one will sit on them) (Kelemen 1999). Barrett argihat the intuitive creationism
displayed in these studies leads human beings te aasily believe in the existence of
supernatural agents and for their having a rotbéencreation of natural phenomena

(2004).

Some Remaining Issues in the Cognitive Sciencecbfiien

A) Explaining Belief
The cognitive account offered by Boyer, Barrett] athers represents a great
improvement over previous theories of supernatagaht beliefs in that it can account
for the similarities between the supernatural agespresented in societies around the
world. Cognitive scientists of religion rightly jp out that the vast majority of the
supernatural agents postulated by societies arthendorld and throughout history are
minimally counterintuitive agents (MClI-agents) asfter an account of why that is the
case. The world’s religious traditions are not deated by maximally counter-intuitive
agencies and forces, nor are they dominated bylynetaitive agents and forces.
Rather, because of the mnemonic and inferentiateffthat concepts of MCl-agents
have on our cognitive systems, they are more lit@lsurvive and thrive in human minds
than many other types of concepts.

The account offered by cognitive scientists afgieh, however, does not fully

explain why human beings actually believe in thistexce of MCl-agents. In the
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aggregate relevance account of Boyer, Barrett,nAfPyysidinen, and others, for
instance, which argues that concepts are moreyltkabe believed if they are consistent
with the intuitions produced by our cognitive meaisans, only a few such mechanisms
are discussed and no examination of their relairength is conducted.

Cognitive scientists have discussed hundredstitousands, of cognitive
mechanisms and tendencies since the 1950’s. ¥gmjtive scientists of religion have
only involved a select few in their explanationsapernatural agent beliefs, including
intuitive ontologies, HADD, TOM, and the tendenoyengage in promiscuous teleology.
If we are to explain religious beliefs by demonstigitheir consistency with the outputs
of intuitive cognitive systems, then a wider ramf¢ghe cognitive mechanisms and
tendencies discussed in the cognitive sciencesaded. For, as of now, it is possible
that other cognitive mechanisms and tendenciesuroéntly discussed in the cognitive
science of religion are actually more importanieinding intuitive credibility to
supernatural agent beliefs. In addition, it isgdlole that numerous other intuitive
cognitive mechanisms work to make supernaturaltaggrefs implausible. Without a
more comprehensive examination of the myriad cognihechanisms and tendencies
discussed in the cognitive sciences, the aggreghteance explanation of belief is
guestionable.

Likewise, if it is indeed the case that superratagent concepts are believed
because of their consistency with our intuitiohgntit is both plausible and likely that
some intuitions are more important than otherdiénavaluation of such concepts. Given
the limited number of cognitive mechanisms discddsecognitive scientists of religion,

there is a significant risk that some other, lessm@ned cognitive mechanism is actually
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more important in determining belief and non-beliéfhere is a real chance that this is
indeed the case, as cognitive scientists of ralitaogely focus on mechanisms having to
do with the content of concepts and the biasedeniday these mechanisms (content
biases) while a significant body of work has beenducted on the role of mechanisms
and tendencies having to do with the contexts iithvboncepts are transmitted (context
biases) on our beliefS. It is difficult to ascertain, and little efforgl yet gone into
ascertaining, how disagreements between theseugazagnitive systems are handled
and which mechanisms have the most influence orthgher not an individual believes
in the existence of some supernatural agency.

Consequently, it is premature for cognitive stgts of religion to argue that they
have explained supernatural agent beliefs by cregrthat such beliefs are consistent
with the intuitions provided by our intuitive ontgjies, TOM, HADD, and tendency to
engage in promiscuous teleology. There are mamg cmgnitive mechanisms to
consider and their relative importance in producelgious belief has yet to be
determined.

Further, there are numerous minimally counter#ivie agent concepts whose
properties are also consistent with our cognitiveh@anisms which no one (or very few
at the most) believe to exist, including many pafitoe figures such as Superman,
Casper the Friendly Ghost, and Mickey Mouse. THigkey Mouse problem,” as it has

become known in the writings of the cognitive sceeof religion, casts further doubt on

% The distinction between content and context bisssbeen discussed in the work of several
evolutionary anthropologists concerned with how harbeings manage to negotiate the trade-off between
costly but more accurate information about theuiemments and less costly but possibly less ateura
information, including Boyd and Richerson (2005)l &tenrich and Henrich (2007). Content biases
dispose us to accept beliefs or behaviours basédeoappeal of the beliefs’ or behaviour’'s contenth as

a bias for salt rather than sawdust as a toppingdpcorn or a bias for accepting propositions stest

with our existing beliefs (Henrich and Henrich 20Q@-11). Context biases, on the other hand, disps
towards accepting information from others exhilgtoertain characteristics, such as success oiigeest
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the notion that supernatural agent concepts areveel in because of their consistency
with the intuitive outputs of the small group ofgritive mechanisms discussed thus far
in the cognitive science of religion.

There have been efforts within the cognitive scgeof religion to address the
Mickey Mouse problem, most notably Barrett (200&) &tran and Norenzayan (2004).
Both of these attempts, | will argue, fail to sothe problem | outlined above.

Justin Barrett, in his 2008 article “Why Santau@las Not a God,” argues that
five criteria must be met for a concept to be actassful god concept,” with success
being defined as the existence of a community opfeebelieving the concept and acting
accordingly. The criteria for successful god cqusenclude: 1) being counter-intuitive,
2) being an intentional agent, 3) possessing gfi@teformation, 4) being able to act in
the world in detectable ways, and 5) being capabiaotivating behaviours that
reinforce belief (Barrett 2008, 149).

Barrett argues that while existing god conceptisfyaall five conditions, Santa
Claus, as commonly represented in the United Statd€urope, is inconsistently
represented as being counter-intuitive (as opptisbding aided by special magical
items) and only marginally possesses strategicnmdtion and the ability to motivate
reinforcing behaviours. Consequently, Santa Claua®t a god. Barrett argues,
however, that by sometimes being represented agermntuitive and in some sense
possessing strategic info and motivating reinfaydehaviours, Santa Claus enjoys more
success as a concept than other characters sitiblaesy Mouse, who while being both

counter-intuitive and an intentional agent, is aioall represented as having access to
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strategic information, being able to act in the lpor being capable of motivating
reinforcing behaviours.

For Barrett, if a counter-intuitive agent is nepresented as having access to
strategic information, acting in the world, or nvating reinforcing behaviours, it will
fail to inspire a community of believers and cutagtitioners. Yet, this appears to
present a paradox. In order to be represented\vasdhaccess to strategic information,
acting in our world, and being able to motivatenfeicing behaviours, the agent in
guestion must be suggested to exist in realityckigly Mouse is a minimally counter-
intuitive agent and consequently enjoys both mneoand inferential advantages over
other types of concepts. Yet, how is Mickey Motesbave access to our strategic
information if he is represented as a fictionalrelcter and not as an agent in our world?
If he were represented as existing, his havingssctestrategic information could
become possible due to his ability to listen, refnemand understand, his small size, and
his growing magical abilities (as exhibited in filen Fantasia(1940), which would
potentially allow him to routinely escape detectidimilarly to the were-tiger shamans
of the Batek in Malaysia, which Pascal Boyer usearaillustration of how counter-
intuitive properties such as invisibility and fliglead to agents having access to strategic
information, Mickey Mouse would potentially be alideeavesdrop on people’s
conversations (Boyer 2001, 157).

Further, it is difficult to imagine how an intemial agent could be represented as
acting in our world in detectable ways or motivgtirehaviour without already being
thought to exist. If Mickey Mouse is representsdadictional cartoon character, it

follows that he will not be represented as actmthe world and on human affairs. If he
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were thought to exist, he could most definitelyiaabur world and leave traces of his
presence. Likewise, if he were thought to exisg quite possible that some number of
people, however small the number, would behaveaysveonsistent with his existence
and dependent upon his social and behavioural siispas.

Barrett is surely correct in arguing that somentettintuitive agents whose
counter-intuitive properties actually prevent thigam possessing strategic information
or acting in the world, such as an all-seeingkatbwing statue that cannot do anything
but see and know, is not likely to be transmittexhf generation to generation, as it
would be mostly irrelevant to human affairs. Y@#yrrett and other cognitive scientists of
religion are not just claiming to offer an explanatof why the world’s religious
traditions possess certain types of concepts rétlaerothers but also claim to offer an
explanation of why those concepts are believedhiBrespect, the Mickey Mouse
problem still stands. Mickey Mouse, like numergosl concepts, is a minimally
counter-intuitive agent. Yet Mickey Mouse is nobtight to exist and, consequently, is
not thought to have access to strategic informatmbe able to act in the world, or to
motivate human behaviours. Explaining why Mickegude is not thought to exist while
other minimally counter-intuitive agents are thoutghexist is still a vexing question for
the cognitive science of religion, as it appearddpend on something outside of the
conceptual properties of Mickey Mouse and more atfwmiattitude taken towards
Mickey Mouse by individuals and communities.

Scott Atran and Ara Norenzayan attempt to addies#lickey Mouse problem in
their 2004 article, “Religion’s Evolutionary Landgie: Counterintuition, Commitment,

Compassion, Communion” by arguing that “religiongdke supernatural agents to deal
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with emotionally eruptive existential anxieties s death and deception,” that
“emotions and anxieties motivate religious belifisl quests for deliverance,” and that
ritual performances alleviate these deep anxiatielsthereby demonstrate the reality and
efficacy of the supernatural agents. The diffeegnetween a true god and Mickey
Mouse for Atran and Norenzayan, then, is that Myckouse is not used in religious
traditions to alleviate such anxieties through disse and ritual performance. If he were
used in this way, the discourse and ritual perfarcea would result in Mickey Mouse
being believed to exist by many of those participan

Atran and Norenzayan are on solid ground in refgrio the important role of
ritual performance in promoting belief in supermat@agents, as will be discussed in
more detail below. Yet, by linking ritual performze and belief in supernatural agents
so closely with existential anxieties, they enceutite same significant problems facing
all emotionalist/comfort explanations of religiosliefs.

Both anthropological and psychological evidencefsocaway from the
conclusion that human beings believe in supernbagents because they find them
comforting. As Boyer relates in his examinatioreafotionalist theories of religion, if
supernatural agent concepts are solutions to enatieeeds, they are not doing a very
good job (2001, 20). Rather than relieving anxiatgny religions cause more emotional
suffering and anxiety than they allay, even witkithitual performances. Examples
include the Danish Christian philosopher Sgrenké&gaard’s personal struggles with
Christianity and the Fang of Cameroon’s admissiat their anti-witchcraft practices are
in no way enough to offset the harmful powers dthes. Further, if it is anxiety and

fear which motivate supernatural agent beliefs, dertainly puzzling that the most
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comforting and anxiety reducing supernatural cots;equch as New Age teachings of
personal power and a benevolent universe (Heel@5) Ehd liberal strains of
Christianity, Judaism, and Islam emphasizing tive land forgiveness of God, exist in
the relatively affluent West, while many distinctign-comforting supernatural concepts,
such as the vengeful ancestor spirits of the Kw@eesing 1982), exist in many much
less affluent and secure environments.

Psychological considerations also cast doubt emtition that supernatural
agents are thought to exist because of their cdimpeffects on individual psychology,
as there is little to no evidence for the claint fivading a proposition comforting or
enriching automatically increases its believahiliuch less actually make the
proposition believable (Miller 1980; Bar-Hillel arBudescu 1995). Further, the little
evidence that does exist for this claim does natem anything as dramatic as the
existence of supernatural agents. Rather, theawd@ifable evidence for what
psychologists call “motivated reasoning” concerpsmism regarding particular
outcomes of contingent events (Krizan and Wind§c2®07) and views of the self
(Kunda 1990; John and Robins 1994), and even thileece is limited and
inconsistent?

With the emotionalist explanation of supernatagént beliefs in doubt, so too is

Atran and Norenzayan'’s attempt to address the Mitkeuse problem. Rather than

36 Atran and Norenzayan attempt to provide evidencéhfe claim that supernatural agent beliefs are
motivated by existential anxiety through a studyhaf effects of mortality salience on supernatagant
beliefs (Norenzayan and Hansen 2006). In sevéthlese studies, participants grant more credemteet
existence of supernatural agents and the effichpyayer after being exposed to narratives eligitin
thoughts of death than other types of narrativesn after controlling for religious background and
identification. Yet, there are a variety of wagdriterpret such findings, including those that aaoount
for a greater amount of the available evidencedandot involve the hypothesis that supernaturahtsge
become believable because they could relieve gnakeut death (Navarrete et al. 2004, Navarrete and
Fessler 2005).

106



explaining the effects of ritual participation oalief by referring to the supposed
existential anxieties that such participation sught to assuage, the evidence suggests
we look elsewhere, as | will below.

The cognitive approaches to supernatural agergfbeliscussed above have
frequently been labelled “byproduct” accounts digien, in that they postulate that
supernatural agent beliefs and practices are raves features of human cognition and
behaviour, but rather the by-products of cognitivechanisms that have evolved to serve
other functions, such as producing inferences atwiaiogical categories or attributing
agency with minimal environmental input. Theserapphes have an advantage in that
there is a significant body of evidence pointinghe existence of the cognitive
mechanisms they discuss, such as HADD and TOMjugtsaargued, however, they have
a difficult time accounting for actual belief inmernatural agents.

There is another approach that clearly sets oexpain belief in supernatural
agents, though it faces its own difficulties. Beweral evolutionary-inclined thinkers,
including Jesse Bering, Richard Sosis, William g@md Joseph Bulbulia, the tendency
to believe in the existence of supernatural agsrdas adaptive feature of human
cognition. These theorists posit that so many hub®ngs believe because we, as a
species, have evolved to believe. They offer vlagtoften been labelled as an
“adpatationist” account.

In chapter one, | discussed Jesse Bering’s thafoay evolved belief in the
existence of social contract between the self antessupernatural agency, which
evolved in order to keep our ancestors from engpigimeputation damaging behaviour.

| found it to be an intriguing possibility but ométhout adequate evidence, given
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methodological issues with Bering’s studies as waglthe large number of individuals |
encountered through personal meetings or througbunyeys who professed never to
have had the “theistic intuitions” that inspiredridg’s work.

For William Irons (2008), Richard Sosis (Sosis @hcbrta 2003; Purzycki and
Sosis, in press), and Joseph Bulbulia (2004), ti@tevolutionary story and the resulting
cognitive architecture are rather different frontiBg's. Yet, all of these scholars hold
that human beings have evolved cognitive architeatievoted to producing belief in the
existence of supernatural agency. For Irons, Sasis Bulbulia, religious beliefs and
behaviours exist because they help solve the Itengdsg problem of human
cooperatior?’ They argue that human cooperation, and all dbitg term benefits,
requires people to limit or regulate immediatefisie] reward-seeking behaviour and
wait for the larger rewards that can only come ficouperation. Following Robert
Frank (1988) who argued that emotions such as gudtlove, along with their reliable
physical expression, evolved in order to supprlest $erm selfish behaviour and
reliably signal to others that one can be trusted eeliable cooperator, Irons, Sosis, and
Bulbulia argue that religious belief and its exgres through costly rituals have also
evolved to encourage individuals to suppress $gléiss and commit to the their social
group, thereby allowing these individuals to treath other as cooperators and reap the
longer term genetic benefits of cooperative groeipaviour.

As Pascal Boyer and Brian Bergstrom (2008) havensented, such accounts are

intriguing but need to be “supplemented with thgchelogical proximate causation that

3" The scope of human cooperation has long presaenpedzle to evolutionary scientists, as human tseing
tend to engage in genetically costly, altruistitsabat do not appear to be explicable accordingeo
standard accounts of kin selection (Hamilton 1964) reciprocal altruism (Trivers 1971). A variefy
explanations of human altruism have been proposddiabated, such as indirect reciprocity, tribaiao
instincts (Richerson and Boyd 2005) and, as owdlimere, the costly-signaling theory of religion.
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is currently missing;” that is, while they have lmed a solution to the problem of
cooperation relying on the use of religious displag costly-signals of group
commitment and trustworthiness, Irons, Sosis, anithBia do not adequately explain
how the belief and commitment actually come totextsl influence behaviour. Rather,
than belief, they argue for an evolvethdency to believgrons 2008; Purzycki and
Sosis, in press).

A more pressing problem for adpatationist accoumtle context of this thesis,
however, is that there are many individuals inwloeld who do not believe in the
existence of supernatural agents, despite thetatnearly all of them have heard of
such agents through ambient cultural discourséhelfadpatationists are correct and
individuals all possess the evolved tendency teebelin the existence of supernatural
agents, then this evolved tendency is not enougidaduce belief, either on its own or

with exposure to discourse about such agents.

B) Explaining National Differences

The cognitive science of religion, while makingteoeg case for why we see certain
types of agent concepts in cultures around thedyatso has a difficult task in
explaining the national-level differences in levelseligious belief and behaviour
documented by Norris and Inglehart and otherserifices that, based on my own
fieldwork and survey data with non-theists from tiplé countries, reflect not only
differences in levels of belief in a Judaeo-ChaistGod but supernatural agency in

general.
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If Boyer, Barrett, Atran and other by-product thsts in the cognitive science of
religion are correct, and nearly all human beirgsa result of their common
evolutionary heritage, possess the same intuititelogical inference systems, TOM,
HADD, and the tendency to engage in promiscuoelegy, then how are we to explain
the fact that such a large proportion of humandmein Sweden do not believe in the
existence of supernatural agents while such a farggortion in Kenya do (Zuckerman
2007)? Similarly, if Bering, Irons, Sosis, and Buiia are correct, and nearly all human
beings, as a result of their common evolutionamtége, possess the tendency to believe
in the existence of supernatural agents, then whgodmany in Denmark find such
beliefs alien and non-intuitive while so many ie tinited States do not?

The clear implication is that while the cognitiveechanisms identified by
cognitive scientists of religion are important kp&ining recurrent features of
supernatural agent concepts and go some way ta@xatdining belief itself, something
more is required to produce supernatural agengfsah individuals and that this

“something more” varies with context.

A Partial Answer: CREDs

So what is this “something more” that results idividuals believing in the existence of

supernatural agents? What can affect belief abhgusbmemory or inferential potential?
While it is certainly the case that a variety bEpomena can and do affect our

beliefs, including the large number of biases amlléncies discussed in the social

psychological and evolutionary anthropologicakritture on persuasion (Aronson 2007;
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Richerson and Boyd 2008y my argument here will be that one of the mostiatuc
variables in determining whether or not an indiddecomes to hold supernatural agent
beliefs is the degree to which that individual basn exposed to human actions, both
ritualized and non-ritualized, which testify to Heobeliefs. This argument is based on
recent work by evolutionary anthropologist Josegmtith (2009), who outlines both a
theoretical rationale for and interdisciplinarydemce of the relevance of what he calls
credibility enhancing displays, or CREDs, in intheeng our beliefs. As will be outlined
in more detail below, Henrich claims that the hunrand exhibits a tendency to believe
the claims of others to the extent that those stpherform actions they would not
normally perform unless they, themselves, actua¢heve the claims they are making.
Thus, to use on of Henrich’s examples, we findgtaposition that blue mushrooms are
not good to eat more believable when we witnespéngon making that proposition not
gather or eat a large group of nearby blue mushsoshen hungry, or, to use an example
an example involving supernatural agent beliefsfimgthe proposition that a god exists
more believable when we witness the person makiagproposition take time to pray to
that god and to obey rules that god is thoughttoree.

Evidence for the importance of CREDs in produguogernatural agent beliefs
comes from a wide variety of sources includingagtibns of personal experience on the
part of many theists and non-theists, literary dptons of religious patrticipation and
conversion, traditional anthropological theory,ds¢s in social and evolutionary

psychology, and my own fieldwork experiences angeyresults.

3 Richerson and Boyd (2005), for example, argugHerexistence of a prestige bias in human beings in
that humans tend to preferentially take on theelfieland behaviours of more prestigious individuatkin
their societies.
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During my field research in the United States,ifistance, | met a young, self-
identifying atheist from southern lllinois who redd the following experience:

“So | was visiting my family for a week or so dugithe summer. Always
an adventure going as an atheist into a very ceasee Christian
environment. Not a great family dynamic there.y#ay, | start getting
some serious pressure from both Mom and Dad tachiechurch service
with them. | hadn’t been in a long time, mostlgaese | not only think
that there’s no god or higher power but also bexdue rejected most
religious people as totalitarian fundamentali®sit | decide to go to get
them off my back.

I go in very much trying to keep my distance fromemyone. Just sit
through the service and get out of there. But they started doing
prayer requests, and so many of them were abopigado were really
suffering, stories about little kids with drug-ackeid mothers and no
fathers getting shuffled from house to house amgpleewho had lost their
only children to a car accident. The one withkitewith the drug addict
mom really hit me, as the woman who put in the estjwas so happy that
she was going to be able to tell the little gidttsomeone, Jesus, loved her
and cared about her in the midst of all the crapvsas going through.

As these prayer requests kept coming in, my opsarots of people
started to change. | could see the heartfelt siiyda their faces. This
was not a matter of converting more people to @angy; this was about
a sincere belief that the way to ease people’€suaff was through
religion. | didn’'t see them as totalitarians anyedut as people who
really cared about others, even though | thoughy ttad a wrong way of
going about it.

But when they actually prayed, and we all joinedds the strangest thing
happened to me. During that prayer, reviewinghat suffering and
having everyone united in the face of it, | actyalhd an experience of
God'’s (or whatever) presence. | felt the existeanog presence of some
supernatural being who could work in the world ¢tually ease that
suffering, that could do something about it. Foinee there, | guess | was
a believer! It didn’t last very long. | noticedand thought it was strange,
and by the time 1 left the church and got in theiteas gone.”

This account recalls the experiences of John Grithesmain character in James
Baldwin’s mid-23" century semi-autobiographical now@b Tell It on the Mountain

(1953). The book describes the process by whibh &imes, a thirteen year old
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African American boy living in Harlem in the 1930'struggles against both the
blackness and the puritanical Christianity of lhér, until, in church at the end of the
novel, he has a powerful conversion experiencddvida chooses to repeatedly
emphasize the power of witnessing committed disptaythe young and impressionable
intuitions of John Grimes. Early in the novel, ostance, we are told that:

“There had never been a time when John had netatahing the saints

rejoice with terror in his heart, and wonder. Tlenging caused him to

believe in the presence of the Lord; indeed, it ma$onger a question of

belief, because they made that presence real.idH®otlifeel it himself,

the joy they felt, yet he could not doubt that asyfor them, the very

bread of life—could not doubt it, that is, untiWgs too late to doubt.

Something happened to their faces and their voibeghythm of their

bodies, and to the air they breathed; it was asghavherever they might

be became the upper room, and the Holy Ghost wairegron the air. His

father’s face, always awful, became more awful nloiw;father’'s daily

anger was transformed into prophetic wrath. Hish@ her eyes raised

to heaven, hands arced before her, moving, madérehn that

patience, that endurance, that long suffering, whie had read of in the

Bible and found so hard to imagine.” (Baldwin 19%3;15)

Both of these accounts point to the importancactibns in the engendering of
supernatural agent beliefs. The young Midwestéraist stresses the looks of sincerity
amongst the churchgoers as they prayed for thef idlia child’s suffering in shifting his
attitudes towards them and in his unexpected mlgjexperience. The young John
Grimes is said to believe in the “presence of tbedl_because of the very emotional
singing, facial expressions, and bodily movemehtiofamily and others in the church.

Besides these accounts of the power of CREDsdoweaging supernatural agent
beliefs, the accounts of non-theists discussingehgious views of their parents also

reveal the importance of such displays. A mulgtod non-theists, in response to the

prompt: “Please describe what you know or suspeatiathe religious beliefs of your
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mother and father. If you've had little/no contadth your parents, please describe the
religious beliefs of your guardian(s)”, describexd anly the views of their parents, but
also the extent to which these views were in evdden their actions. For many non-
theists, a discrepancy between the stated beli¢fen parents and their actions was a
relevant enough point to include in their response.

A fifty-three year old male atheist from Texag; ifastance, stated that “My
mother was a Southern Baptist, but did not paieipn religious activities regularly. My
father calls himself a Christian, but does not réedBible and does not attend church.”

A twenty-one year old female atheist from Waslongrote: “My mother has
said she is a Christian (I assume Protestant)daadn't seem to like my Atheism, but to
my knowledge, she doesn't pray, and she doestt goy kind of services or talk about
her religion. It's hard for me to believe that sleeually believes it, but she has no reason
to deny it, as | suspect she's the only Christiamy immediate family.”

Similarly, a thirty-seven year old male humanisii Denmark wrote that his
parents were “everyday, non-practicing Lutheraadyenty year old male atheist from
Australia wrote that his parents are “non-practgdéhristians, in that they believe in a
Christian god but do not attend church or havingiadolvement with any particular
denomination,” and a twenty-seven year old fem#ieist from North Carolina
described her mother as a “Christmas and Easteést@in:”

Moreover, many non-theists name hypocrisy as g@oitant element in their
rejection of religious practice and supernaturaradpeliefs in general. Here it is not

merely a matter of a lack of exposure to CREDsabubticeable disconnect between
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word and deed that angers these future non-tharstlin several cases actually instigates
their more critical appraisal of religious beligisgeneral.

In response to the prompt, “Please describe hancgme to be a non-theist. If
you feel you have always been a non-theist, pleabeate this,” for example, a fifty-
four year old male Bright from the UK replied, “Auitd up of dissatisfaction with
religious hypocrisy, followed by a considered dexisof non-belief once the scientific
alternative was available to me.” Similarly, at§efour year old female atheist from
New York wrote that she was “brought up a religidess and found the leaders to be
hypocritical in every way which led to thinking alioeligion and how it is organized
and why it is bullshit.” A thirty-one year old neaSecular Humanist from Germany
quipped “I've always been allergic to hypocrisy,hie a thirty-four year old male non-
theist from the UK responded, “The hypocrisy ofiskewhen my mother died caused me
to question the founding assumptions of my beligfereupon | realized that they were
flawed.”

This common progression, from dissatisfaction vagpocrisy to an intellectual
guestioning of religion and eventually to non-tineis perhaps best exemplified in the
answer of a thirty-seven year old male atheist fRouth Africa:

“When | asked where God came from, about the adgeurf | was

threatened and told never to ask that questiort Vs the first stirring of

doubt. As | grew older | noticed that so many peadplthe congregation

were hypocrites. They professed belief in God &edpractices of

Christianity, but behaved in ways completely amiital to their beliefs.

That prompted further doubts. Between the aged@ntl 17 | read a

number of books on economics, language, and scemté noticed the

same idea cropping up: spontaneous order. You geladissez-faire

economics. You get it in the development of langua@pu get it in the

birth of the universe. And you get it in evolutid@elief in God at first
became for me superfluous, and later contradictory.

115



The idea that actions are instrumental in insglland supporting supernatural
beliefs is certainly not a new one in anthropolagtbought. Emile Durkheim, for
instance, one of the founders of the social scernsevell known for his discussions of
“collective effervescence’ ilthe Elementary Forms of Religious L{i912). Working
from existing field accounts of the social livesAdforiginal Australians, Durkheim
argues that a clan, through collective action, wdd<‘awaken in its members the idea of
forces existing outside them, both dominating amgpsrting them—in sum, religious
forces” (216). Durkheim goes on to describe howogéc gatherings of Australian
social groups cause increased excitation amongidhdils, excitation that gradually
becomes amplified and climaxes with large scalafiaction and also to describe the
effects of these actions on individual participants

“Feeling possessed and led on by some sort ofredtpower that makes

him think and act differently than he normally does naturally feels he

is no longer himself...... And because his companiees$transformed in

the same way at the same moment, and exprese¢hisdg by their

shouts, movements, and bearing, it is as if heiwesality transported

into a special world entirely different from thesom which he ordinarily

lives, a special world inhabited by exceptionatitense forces that invade

and transform him. Especially when repeated fogkseday after day,

how would experiences like these not leave him withconviction that

two heterogeneous and incommensurable worlds iexiatt?” (220)

“It is in these effervescent social milieu, andeed from that very
effervescence, that the religious idea seems te haen born.” (220)

It is clear from these excerpts the importance Derk ascribed to ritual actions in the
creation of religious sentiment and beliefs witimdividuals. In addition, Durkheim
hints that it is the specific displays of othelsit “shouts, movements, and bearing,” that

work in each individual to make the religious semnts and beliefs so believable.
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Since Durkheim, many anthropologists and psychsisdnave also argued that
ritual actions have the power to create and sus#digious sentiments, beliefs, and
experiences, from socio-cultural anthropologisttdiclurner’s discussions of the
creation of “communitas” through rituals of limiftglamong the Ndembu of Zambia
(1969) to psychiatrists Eugene d’Aquili and Andridewberg’s use of brain scans of
Buddhist monks and Catholic nuns to argue thathgiinms of ritual performance work
to lower blood flow to specific areas of the bre#ésponsible for will, self-control, and
spatial orientation, and consequently giving rsexperiences of being intimately
connected with “the universe” or “God” (D’Aquili dNewberg 1999).

The link between ritual action and engenderingi@lis belief and commitment
has also been discussed by many scholars in theygEmeognitive and evolutionary
study of religion. Anthropologist Harvey Whitehay$or instance, has argued that
cognitive accounts of religion focusing on how matwognitive mechanisms give MCI-
agent concepts a “cognitive optimum?” in transmissand believability (Barrett 2004,
Boyer 2001; Atran 2002) fail to appreciate that gnaspects of religious traditions,
including some supernatural beliefs (both thoselwing agents and those not involving
agents) are not so well supported by intuitive édgenmechanisms (Whitehouse
2004)%° He argues that these beliefs and practices efoith mnemonic and
motivational support in order to be transmitted affdrs the theory of “modes of

religiosity” in order to explain how the dynamicshmman memory and motivation drive

39 Whitehouse calls such beliefs and practices “dogty costly” in opposition to “cognitively optinia

He offers the example of the Pomio Kivung moveniemapua New Guinea, which, besides containing
beliefs in the existence of cognitively optimal supatural agents like ancestors and the Christizoh &so

contains a large body of much more cognitively lgasformation about those agents’ moral properties

and the complex body of information concerninguifcts which these agents, collectively knownhas t

“Village Government,” strictly enforce (Whitehoug2804, 52-54).
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the development of two modes of religiosity, thegistic and the doctrinal, both of
which utilize ritual action in order to ensure th@ensmission of cognitively costly beliefs
and practices. In the imagistic mode, for examiplegequent but highly arousing ritual
actions create enduring and vivid memories of ttualracts themselves and encourage
intense cohesion amongst co-participants, whiléhendoctrinal mode, frequent ritual
action and oratory help transmit bodies of detdieliefs which are stored in semantic
memory.

Further, cognitive scientist of religion Justinr&st, who focuses mostly on the
role of intuitive ontologies, HADD, TOM, and proroisous teleology in creating and
sustaining supernatural agent beliefs, has alsonme instances referred to the role of
“religious actions” in supporting and encouragingts beliefs. 1nVhy Would Anyone
Believe in God%2004), for example, Barrett writes that:

“A public religious act, such as commonly occursha places of worship

in major religions, gives visual and tangible evide of others’

commitments. It is one thing to say that one lvelsein a god, but it is

quite another tact as if one believes in a god. Such evidence adrsth

commitment becomes part of the corpus of inputsgtpport reflective

belief” (2004, 62).

This notion that beliefs gain more credence wheompanied by supporting
actions is not a notion limited to scholars studyieligion, culture, or psychology. In

fact, given the widespread usage of such idionfa@gns speak louder than words” and

“practice what you preaci®we can easily classify it as common sense. Yet, a

“? |nstances of individuals using the idiom “practigkat you preach” in order to encourage consistency
between professed beliefs and actions abound nyds life in the English speaking world, from fagm
U.S. Olympic decathlete Bruce Jenner telling paréffityou tell your kids to exercise, then you leettlo it
too. Practice what you preach” (Jordan 1994)tiwemty-four year old “devoted Christian” relating ber
online blog a story circulating around her churbbwt a pastor whose honesty was tested when a bus
driver who had recently attended one of his sesvioentionally gave him too much change with his b
ticket. When the preacher confessed to the débeut the mistake, the driver told him that he healrd
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cognitive linguist George Lakoff writes, common serannot be taken for granted.
Rather, common sense is the result of a likely nacimus conceptual structure and it is
exactly what the cognitive sciences have to exglaakoff 1996). The task, then, is to
explain how this bit of common sense comes to beosamon.

This task is currently underway in the work of keNnary anthropologist Joseph
Henrich, who offers an explanation for the causkdtionship between action and belief
in his recent writings on the cultural evolutionrefigion (2009). Henrich is most
interested in accounting for how costly, extravdghsplays such as ritual mutilation,
animal sacrifice, and martyrdom can persist withopulations. He argues that this
persistence can best be explained as the resait efolved cognitive tendency for
humans, as cultural learners, to attend to thergf their cultural models in order to
avoid being deceived for the models’ own gain. gdes on to use mathematical
modelling in order to demonstrate that such a iegrtendency could, under a variety of
conditions, result in stable, persisting patterinsostly displays of commitment to beliefs
and values and, further, to offer an account of baltural evolution may have led to the
common scenario of societies having costly ritaeéloas working to promote group-
beneficial ideologies.

Henrich’s mathematical models and cultural evolutirguments are certainly
relevant for explaining the growth and persisteofceostly religious practices, but in the
present discussion, the crucial element of his @tcis the existence of an evolved
tendency to attend closely to the actions of otheme’s society who are propagating

beliefs, behaviours, or values. He argues th@avwaadaptive challenge arose for human

his sermon on honesty and wanted to see if heipedcivhat he preached
(http://godsmiracleqirl333.blogspot.comAccessed 3 May 2009).
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beings with the development of language and, caresgty, high fidelity cultural
learning. That challenge is deception. Machidgelinclined manipulators can use
language, which is cheap, to deceive cultural @ mto adopting beliefs and practices
which do not benefit the learners but rather bénleé manipulatof!

Henrich argues that human beings, in respondeetproblem of Machiavellian
manipulators, evolved a “cultural immune systendtthssesses the degree of
commitment a person exhibits towards his or herrnanicated beliefs and preferences
in his or her actions. Such a system should beoslpy concerned, Henrich writes, with
“actions that would not be performed by a modeigvahg something different from
what the model expressed symbolically,” or, as éncalls them, credibility enhancing
displays (CREDS).

Henrich goes on to cite a significant body of evide from social and
developmental psychology pointing to the existesicguch a system in both children and
adults, from evidence concerning the transmissfdoarl consumption to opinions, to
altruistic behaviour, to belief in “intangible etmtis.”

Behavioural scientists Harper and Sanders (19@binstance, investigated the
conditions under which children, aged fourteerottyfeight months, would eat food
offered by a person they had just met. When tihhegmemerely offered the food to the
child and said “Something to eat,” only 25% of tiéldren ate the food. When the
person also ate some of the food themselves, hawéy# of the children ate the food.
In this instance, the adults’ consumption of thedfevas a CRED for their professed

belief that the item was, indeed, good to eat.

“*1 Henrich offers the hypothetical example of a perfsgowing that gray mushrooms are delicious while
blue mushrooms are mildly poisonous but choosingltoyoung cultural learners that “blue mushrooms
taste the best” in order to preserve his or her avaess to gray mushrooms.
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Social psychologists Walster, Arronson, and Abnasé1966), moreover,
investigated whether or not communicators are raffextive in convincing others of
their opinions when they express opinions thatateally detrimental to their own self-
interests. They found that, after exposing paréints to testimony by felons and
prosecutors concerning whether or not the coudslgdrhave more or less power to
punish criminals, felons who argued that courtaughbave more power were more
effective in persuading participants to their pahview than felons arguing that the
courts should have less power. Similarly, prosesuivho argued that courts should
have less power were more effective in convinciadigipants of their point of view than
prosecutors who argued that courts should have.marthis case, as Henrich notes, the
CRED is stating an opinion which goes against ooe/s self-interest, as it is difficult to
explain why an individual would argue against hiser own interests unless he or she is
quite committed to the opinion professed.

Psychologist J. Philippe Rushton (1975), alondnwaveral other researchers
(Bryan, Redfield, and Mader 1971; Bryan and Walb8K0; Rice and Grusec 1975),
showed that altruistic practices are also diffitaltransmit to children through
exhortation alone. Rather, such behavioural trégson requires acts of altruism on the
part of those professing the value of the practioethe most widely used experimental
protocol, children get to know the experimenter treh hear the experimenter explain
the rules of a miniaturized bowling game. Thedaislshown the prizes that one can win
with the tokens earned from playing well in additio a charity jar for “poor children.”
The child watches as a model (not the experimeptays the game, with some children

witnessing the model donating to the charity jaemafvinning and others witnessing the
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model keeping his or her tokens. The child is tleéto play the game on his or her
own. Preaching the value of altruism has litteetfon the children’s donations to the
charity jar, while having a model back up thoseagidtions with action significantly and
consistently increases their donations. In theecthe model’s actually donating to the
jar is a CRED that works to successfully transimt altruistic practice to the child.

In relation to intangible entities, Henrich refeces the work of psychologist Paul
Harris and colleagues on children’s judgments abagigtence and their reliance on
testimony (Harris and Koenig 2006; Harris et alD@0 While Harris’ studies do not
directly test the role of CREDs in generating Hslia the existence of intangible entities,
it does provide data consistent with this claimarii$ and his colleagues find, for
example, that while children of various ages cdasity endorsed the reality of
intangible but “scientific” entities such as gerrigey were much less sure about
intangible “special” entities, such as God or tleeth Fairy, despite all of these entities
being believed in on the basis of testimony. Tésearchers point out that germs are
referred to more consistently in everyday discoarse are frequently accompanied by
behaviours such as washing hands and not eatinigofibof the floor, while numerous
“special” entities are referred to less consisteintitheir relationship to everyday life.
According to Henrich, such behaviours may well seas CREDs and help explain why
children within working and middle class Americardaritish communities are likely to
have more confidence in the existence of germs Szema Claus or the Tooth Fairy.

Henrich’s work in formulating an evolutionary m@atiale for, and presenting
several strands of evidence supporting the existefijca cognitive tendency to believe

the propositions of others to the extent that theslk the walk” and not just “talk the
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talk” helps explain the common sense intuition bdlsuch phrases as “practicing what
you preach” and “actions speak louder than wordisdlso helps us better explain why
some individuals believe in the existence of sugemal agents while others do not. It is,
then, a hypothesis that can actually account b#ief in supernatural agents and the
lack of belief in supernatural agents, based om@ividual’s exposure to sufficient
CREDs.

The claim that exposure to CREDs of the existaficipernatural agents is an
important, though obviously not the sole, determira individual belief in the existence
of such agents, of course, needs to be supportetbby than field anecdotes and
existing work in psychology. It needs to be supgaby evidence concerning
supernatural agent beliefs and practices and expdsWCREDSs of those beliefs.
Existing research relevant this claim, including own survey research, provides such
support.

Roger Dudley, for instance, has investigated trestates of alienation from
religion among adolescent members of tfiéay Adventist Church in the United States,
as well as the correlates of their apostasy latéfa through survey research (1978;
1999). In his 1978 study, Dudley constructed dalde, “alienation from religion,”
through a combination of questions pertaining ®ithportance of religious values and
whether or not the students would attend churéhey were not required to do so. He
found that alienation from religion was positivelyrrelated with perceived insincerity
among religious teachers (R=.60) as well as teatlamk of compliance with church

standards (R=.34).
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In his longitudinal study (1999), Dudley sent sutveys to the same individuals
he had surveyed in the 1980’s in order to invetipaw the answers they gave as
teenagers could predict their apostasy or lacletifeas adults (N= 783). He found that
the best predictor of who would remain a membehef?" Day Adventist Church
(besides a direct question of whether or not tHagmed to become apostates), was the
church attendance of the individual’'s mother aritdg as well as the frequency of their
worshipping together as a family. From their fiegd toward their religious tradition as
adolescents to their decision to remain membetiseofradition as adults"Day
Adventists appear to be affected in their degreelajious commitment by the presence
or absence of CREDSs such as sincerity and ruleviatlg amongst their instructors and
frequent church attendance and worship on thegbaineir parent§?

Not limiting himself to only ¥ Day Adventists, social psychologist Bruce
Hunsberger (1980, 1983) examined a university stus@mple in order to investigate the
differences between apostates and the religiougfrad on various background
dimensions in order to increase the likelihood Hrat perceived differences were not the
result of these factors). Hunsberger found littl@o differences between these groups
on measures of political orientation, intellectaalj academic orientation, happiness,
adjustment, or rebellion against parents. He idid $trong differences, however, on the
degree to which religious beliefs and behaviourseveenphasized in their homes and
also found through a factor analysis that this deg@f emphasis was one of the best
predictors of apostasy, suggesting that such CREsDrequent church attendance and

discourse about the relevance of religious ideas waving the differences.

“2 Similar conclusions have been reached for thoskeo€atholic (Hoge 1988) and Mormon (Albrecht,
Cornwall, and Cunningham 1988) traditions.
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Hunsberger’s early work, along with Dudley’s, igygestive. Yet, it focuses on
disaffiliation vs. affiliation with a particular ligious tradition, not belief in supernatural
agents in general or even belief in the Christia .G Hunsberger’s later work with his
colleague Robert Altemeyer (2006), however, pdytedidresses this weakness by
specifically surveying self-identifying atheistBy this time, Hunsberger has developed
his early questions regarding emphasis of religiae household into a twenty-item
Religious Emphasis Scale that requires participEnémswer the extent to which
important people in their lives, such as paree@chers, and church leaders emphasized
certain religious beliefs, practices, and orieptadi While scores on the scale could vary
from 0 to 120, Hunsberger and Altemeyer found thatmean score for their San
Francisco Bay Area atheist sample (N=253) was 8hl§ (SD=32.6).

This finding is not ideal in that Hunsberger antefeyer do not have an
adequate group of theists with which to compareatheists. They do refer, however, to
an additional study among adults in Manitoba inuadva shorter version of the Religious
Emphasis Scale that finds strong differences betweetheists and atheists. Moreover,

I included a modified version of Hunsberger anceAdeyer’s Religious Emphasis Scale
in my surveys for both theists and non-theistsfandd pronounced differences between
theists (M= 50.52) and non-theists (M= 34.26) @56, df= 1883, p= .01}

Hunsberger and Altemeyer argue that the main egpday factor in whether or

not an individual becomes a theist or an atheiftadevel to which religion was

emphasized to an individual while growing up, adathey measure by such questions

*3 The Religious Emphasis Scale required modificatioran international survey because of its strgng|
Christian wording, which included such questions &8 what extent did the important people in yiifier
“stress that it was your responsibility to fight&aall your life?” Both the original Religious pimasis
Scale and my own modification can be found in AgjperC.
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as “To what extent did the important people in yitler—such as your parents, teachers,
and church officials (if any): a) emphasize attegdeligious services as acts of personal
devotion, b) encourage you to make religion thdregthe most important part of your
life, and c) tell you how wrong it was to sin agdia loving God?” (2006, 43). Yet,
given the frequent references to hypocrisy amongtheists as being an important
element of their becoming non-theists, “emphasshost likely an insufficient
explanatory variable. Having parents, church @f&; or teachers constantly emphasize
religious teachings and rules and values whilepnatticing them themselves may very
well result in anger at such hypocrisy and, asiéndases of the non-theists mentioned
earlier, a closer examination at the intellectwaib of religious claims and a loss of
belief in the existence of the relevant supernatgant concepts.

Despite this weakness in the Religious Emphasistecact, the scale can serve as
a proxy for exposure to CREDs for those individwaliese parents and other authority
figures were not hypocritical in their emphasizofghese beliefs, practices, and values.
Taking the time and energy to continually emphaaize encourage religious attendance,
prayer, moral choices, and religious study witlhi@ home is certainly a CRED for belief
in God. In the absence of other actions which woubrk to discredit them, such as the
parents or teachers routinely missing religiousises, the various questions in the
Religious Emphasis Scale may serve as questiong &IREDS.

My own survey research regarding CREDSs involveaiing a specific measure
for exposure to CREDs of belief in supernaturainég@and investigating any possible
differences between non-theists and theists im thegjree of exposure to such displays. |

asked both non-theists and theists one set ofiquestgarding such actions on the part
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of their parents or guardians and another set e$tipns regarding such actions on the
part of leaders and members of any religious cayagrens, groups, or camps in which
they had participated. Each individual was ablprtavide data on up to two different
religious groups and, for those who did provideadat two groups, the scores for each
group were averaged together to form a Group CRED®ure score. For all
participants, this Group CRED score was addedédd’tirent CRED score to create the
final variable for Total CRED Exposufé.The difference between non-theists (classified
by their self-identifying as atheist, non-theignastic, humanist, or bright) and theists
(classified by their self-identifying as theist§)rStians, Jews, or Muslims) on Total
CRED Exposure was both significant and substa(itiah-theist mean score= 10.43,
SD=11.56, Theist mean score= 20.21, SD=12.9%.86; df= 672, p< .001).

The combined evidence from the testimonies ofisthi@nd theists, the
experimental literature in social psychology, and/ey data collected from both church
members and apostates, theists and atheists, lstsuggests that exposure to credibility
enhancing displays for belief in some supernatagaht is an important factor in
determining whether or not an individual belieue$he existence of said agent. Yet,
specifically designed experimental studies sti#ahéo be conducted to test this
hypothesis and to rule out any confounding varsbiiat may be affecting the data
presented above.

Even in the absence of such controlled studiesetidence for the importance of
CREDs appears strong, suggesting that withoutcseiffi exposure to the necessary

CREDs, supernatural agent concepts such as goaistsghnd ancestors are no more

4 The specific questions asked and procedures feliow obtain these scores, as well as graphical
representations of the results, can be found iefgtig D.
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believed in than fictional, but minimally countertuitive agents such as Mickey Mouse,
Superman, or characters from the Grimm brotherlgeciions. Indeed, for several non-
theists with minimal exposure to CREDs as they gupwthis similarity between

religious concepts and fairy-tales was salient ghdo mention while answering other
guestions. A 78 year old Humanist from Califorriaa,example, stated, “No early
religious training. Mother read me fairytales frage 3. When my religious aunt gave
me a child's bible at 7, I loved it because it yuss one more wonderful book of
mythology.” Similarly, a 19 year old atheist frddenmark stated, “I have never had any
belief in the existence of God or gods. When | wadg stories of the bible as a child |

categorized them with other fairy tales.”
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Chapter 4. Explaining Non-theism

Given the above discussion of explaining beliefthmexistence of supernatural agents,
the problems facing numerous existing explanatiand,the limited but very suggestive
evidence for the important role of withnessing CREDgenerating such beliefs, we can

better evaluate existing explanations for the eris¢ and distribution of non-theism.

Rationality, the “Conditions of Belief,” and Sogmdtion

The idea of “explaining non-theism,” not surpridings often greeted with scepticism
and, more rarely, hostility among many non-theigte hold a view of the human mind
as fundamentally rational. For these individuatm-theism requires no explanation
beyond the proper use of human reasoning factidsheir own non-theism is
explained very simply as the result of their owtiorzal thought. One American atheist,
for example, in response to the prompt, “Pleaserdeshow you came to be a non-
theist,” wrote simply “Logic.” Another non-theisin agnostic from South Africa, stated
that she “Grew out of it as [she] learned morerimi@ation, and became sceptical.” A
more thorough non-theist replied: “I began to hakesolvable problems and
unanswered questions with the religion in whichaswaised. First, | spent about a year
seeking answers to the questions | had aboutoeligiVhen the answers | got were
uninformative or unimpressive, | began to doubt bedan deconstructing and
reconstructing my personal philosophy deliberasimgiding contradiction.”

This view that non-theism results primarily as tésult of simple rational thought
can be seen in a variety of other contexts as wWédie New York City Atheists

organization, for instance, in an effort to diffietiate themselves from “believers,” who
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are thought to come to their position through fastther than reason and evidence, have
been placing the phrase “Atheism is a Conclusiond\Belief” on their monthly
newsletters for the last several years. | encoadtthis view continuously during my
field research with atheist and humanist orgaroretin the US and the UK, including an
atheist “testimonial” at a multi-group gatheringSh Louis. Individuals at the meeting,
which took place at a locally run coffee house,enavited to take the microphone and
share their story of how they became atheists wostgcs with the thirty other attendees.
After completing his testimonial, one young man \&sked point blank by one of the
attendees, “So are you liberated from the old dggro@a? Are you thinking
rationally?*>

Yet, as we saw in the previous chapter, the viet human cognition operates
according to the principles of normative rationglguch as non-contradiction and
optimization, has been thoroughly discredited byadies of research in the cognitive
sciences. This is not to say that conscious reagpeaven according to the rules of
normative rationality, is an impossible feat fonfan beings or that such conscious
reasoning according to such rules has not playsttan the journey of many individuals
from theism to non-theism. Hundreds of individu#ds example, told me that reading
science and philosophy was crucial to their chagpgiews and, in response to my survey
guestion: “What description best describes youverto atheism/agnosticism: a) Not
Applicable, b) A natural process that | did notliseaeed to think that much about, c) An

intellectual struggle to figure out what | shouklibve, d) Other (please specify), over

> The view that non-theism is the result of ratiathalught is not universal among non-theists, howeve
Michael Shermer, editor &kepticmagazine, argued in a round-table discussion felexision program
about the impact of Sigmund Freud and C.S. Lewisodern thought on religion that we come to akbor
least most of our beliefs for non-rational reasavtich we then attempt to justify after the facB&
2004).
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30% of my participants answer c) An intellectualiggle. It is to say, however, that the
reasoning processes individuals engage in areasstdescribed as solely a matter of the
use of an innate faculty of rationality and thatleole host of influences, from the
operations of numerous evolved cognitive mechantsngternalized social
understandings, are operating within an individuald when considering such
questions?® It is also not to say that thinking in a relativeore rational way is
somehow impossible, but to say that such thinkengat merely the result of a heroic
individual human mind freeing itself of outside straints. Rather, individuals can think
more rationally when provided the explicit toolslanles of rationality, which have
consistently shown themselves to result in fruifftdgmatic outcomes, and the
motivation to adhere to those rules, which caredrism a variety of sources, including
socio-cultural environments that stress the detiabf such adherence. Thus, if we are
to take seriously the claim that rational thougds h role in explaining many individuals’
lack of belief in supernatural agents, we must disscribe the socio-cultural
environments that provide both the explicit traggitf rationality in the form of
arguments and rules as well as the motivation be®alto these trappings.

This is precisely the task social philosopher @&safaylor sets for himself iA
Secular Ag€2007), to counter what he calls the “subtracttory” of modernity and
religion (that story being that religious beliefsvsubtracted from our worldview simply
because of the advance of science and enlighteriReasdon) with an alternative story

concerning the background “conditions for beliaftlanotivations that work to influence

“® The view of many non-theists, however, is pregisieht there exists a rational faculty somehow belyo
the reach of such influences.
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thought on matters of supernatural agency (200 7aylor argues that widespread non-
theism was virtually impossible before a “self-gtiéint humanism,” in which notions of
the “highest human good” could be conceived withanyt transcendent referent or goal.
Ironically enough, Taylor argues, such a self-sigfit humanism was largely a product
of religious initiatives. In an effort to bridglee divide between elite and popular
Christianity, Taylor argues, the numerous perstiralinvolved in the Reformation
worked to not only disenchant the world but to rdes society, as seen in the Calvinist
projects. This re-ordering of society, manifesthia sets of moral demands made on
individuals engaged in commercial and subsisteifestyles, was furthered by the
realization among governments that a well-ordetate $ecomes a more productive state
and, as a result, the rise of the “disciplinaryistyc’

Referring to the writings of Justus Lipsius (154606), who advocated a form of
Christian Stoicism, as well as the political wrgggof Hugo Grotius (1583-1645) and
John Locke (1632-1704), Taylor outlines how “Reéddmgan to become privileged as a
method by which to order both life and societytfoe betterment of all, that is, to create a
“system of mutual benefit.” God was still seerimportant in these accounts, as he was
seen as the provider of Reason to humanity. Yietgdibe will of God became not a
matter of pursuing a transcendent goal but an inemiaone, the remaking of society
from a collective under divinely-sanctioned authoto a system of mutual benefit for

individuals according to the dictates of Reason.

*" Taylor offers this alternative account becausséws the arguments normally given for not belieifing
God as inconclusive. Taylor argues that, giverofieenness of the question of the existence of Gddte
weakness of the arguments against his existenedaththat large numbers of people do indeed tréjec
existence of God must emerge from the moral stantifrom which individuals are evaluating the
question.
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Taylor argues that, through the “halfway housetielsm and the growing moral
stance against religious enthusiasm, which restited the realization that religious
groups with goals beyond human flourishing in th&tem of mutual benefit could
actually harm that system, a new humanism aras¢hig new humanism, conceptions of
the human good, in this case the further developwiethe system of mutual benefit for
rational individuals, became separate from anystandent goals or references.

Taylor outlines various “trajectories” of this ndwumanism and the religious
thinkers who established dialogues with it througtthe 17-19" centuries, all of which
worked to help create the “conditions of belief3rfir which individuals make their
conclusions about the existence of supernaturaiagg or, as Taylor prefers to
emphasize, “transcendent realities.” He drawsiapattention to the growing
association of religious beliefs with immaturitydesentimentality during the Victorian
era, most notably in the writings of John Stewaitt (1806-1873) and Leslie Stephens
(1832-1904). Taylor notes that while this attitwde be traced to earlier Christian
Stoicism and through the “muscular Christianitytldsroader Evangelical movements of
the time in its emphasis on resisting temptatiotheaname of duty, it became secularized
through the replacement of God with natural beatyrther, Christian belief came to be
seen by many as weak in that an individual seemée tvorking for transcendent
rewards rather than being motivated by a true atlsiance (Taylor 2007).

By analyzing the origins of the notion of a systemmutual benefit as well as
the moral stance that religious belief betrayethaer weakness of character, Taylor
argues that he has laid bare the background conditif belief, that is, the set of moral

assumptions that have lead many individuals tatéjanscendent goals and beliefs in
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the existence of supernatural agencies. For Taydoen Victorians heard the arguments
of Charles Darwin concerning evolution and the afsthese arguments to reject belief in
God, they did not evaluate these arguments onabis bbf a disembodied Reason but
rather through their moral standpoints concerningggdroper place of rational thought and
religious enthusiasm in society and the statuglafious beliefs as signs of weakness
and the inability to “look facts in the face” (Tayl2007). For Taylor, it is not so much
that science and rationality simply make beliefsupernatural agents obsolete as ways
of understanding the world but that a whole newdp@int emerged from which
individuals addressed questions of science andupernatural, and this standpoint
emerged not from a history-free, rational humamireabut from a particular set of
historical circumstances rooted in trajectoriethef Christian tradition.

Taylor’'s account is certainly a helpful correctieesecularization narratives
matching what Taylor calls the subtraction storuman decision making and
evaluation, as we have seen, is very rarely, if,ewsimple product of “rational” thought.
Rather, a whole host of unconscious influencesnfiiwe outputs of the universal
cognitive mechanisms outlined by cognitive scidatie socially transmitted values
concerning the moral status of supernatural ageliefb, work to give rise to our
judgments of what is the case.

Where Taylor's account is less helpful, howeweiniaccounting for the wide
differences we find in levels of religious beliefdapractice among different nations in
the West. If, as Taylor argues, all of these Westations have entered the “secular

age,” and the growth of non-theism is to be ex@dihy the presence of the background
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conditions of belief Taylor has identified, thenahare we to account for the differences
between Sweden and Denmark on the one hand, amhttesl States on the other?

Disappointingly, Taylor does not devote very mgplce at all to this question
and does not at all engage with the findings ofridand Inglehart (2004) or Gill and
Lundsgaarde (2004) concerning the role of statéaneebpending and human security on
levels of religiosity. Rather, Taylor briefly spéates that Americans have not rejected
religion to the same extent that Europeans havausecthey still believe God to be on
their side and then admits that such a specul&iammere “stab in the dark” at one of the
most important questions concerning secularizg@2007, 528-530). This speculation
faces several problems, from its lack of engageméhtthe available evidence on the
role of social welfare to its unsupported psych@alassumption that supernatural agent
beliefs are sustained only to the extent that reguce practical results.

The conditions of belief Taylor describes, themhdt seem to be sufficient for
producing widespread non-theism, though, if one@ptcTaylor's argument that
narratives of “transcendence” and not supernaagant beliefs are the phenomena of
interest, then the conditions he outlines may Wwelhecessary.

Taylor's account is a unique version of a broamialization account of non-
theism, unique in that the socialization on whi@ylor focuses is not a matter of explicit
instruction in a particular set of ideas but rathenatter of the socio-cultural
environment in the West working beneath the le¥elomsciousness to give individuals a
particular experience of themselves and their $@mad, an experience they bring with
them when evaluating particular claims. Still, stbeism, for Taylor, is largely a product

of social learning.
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Hunsberger and Altemeyer’s account (2006) of tgartance of the explicit
emphasis placed on religious beliefs and practicemg individuals’ formative years is
also within this broad notion that non-theism, likeism, is largely a product of
socialization. Several problems face this apprpastoutlined above: 1) socialization
alone cannot account for the national differenoe®ligiosity outlined by sociologists, 2)
its view of the mind as largely a blank slate updnch societies can inscribe has been
rendered untenable by work in cognitive and devalamtal psychology, and 3)
emphasisthe key variable of Hunsberger and Altemeyemsde socialization account,
does not adequately deal with the variable of hgipgcnumerous encounters in my
fieldwork and answers to my survey questions cfesttbw, for instance, that growing up
in an environment in which religious beliefs andgiices are verbally emphasized or
“preached” but not adequately practiced is likelydsult in accusations of hypocrisy and

a rejection of the particular beliefs being emphedi

CSR and Non-theism

Above, | discussed the cognitive science of religds an intriguing way forward in
explaining certain features of supernatural agehefs, such as why so many of these
beliefs involved minimally counter-intuitive agemtgher than other kinds of agents.
Yet, | also argued that neither belief itself, pposition to a lack of belief, nor the
national level differences in religiosity documeahtey sociologists, had adequately been
addressed by discussions of aggregate relevanabheaimperations of universal cognitive

mechanisms.
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While these criticisms hold for the field as a \ehfor its now nearly twenty-year
history, they fail to acknowledge some recent warESR seeking to address precisely
these issues. Justin Barrett, for instance, i20@ bookWhy Would Anyone Believe in
God?, after spending several chapters outlining thenittvg argument that supernatural
agent beliefs are mostly natural products of outuna@ionally natural cognitive
mechanisms (McCauley, in pred8jjevotes an entire chapter to the question, “Why
Would Anyone Not Believe in God?” In addition, lardpologist of religion Benson
Saler, along with Charles Ziegler, has followedrBtis lead in arguing for a particular
cognitive explanation of differences in levelslo¢éism and non-theism around the world
(20086).

Barrett argues that while non-theism is diffidoltsustain in human minds
because it goes against the outputs of our HADDsense of moral realism, and our
tendency to engage in promiscuous teleology, ittmasustained through a variety of
“strategies.” The strategy to which Barrett degdtee most attention, and the strategy
that Saler and Ziegler take as the heart of B&ratgument, is the strategy of reducing
HADD experiences by 1) lowering the level of urggentthe environment (such as by
increasing wealth and security), thereby makingagency detectors less vigilant, and 2)
creating an environment in which nearly everythsthe product of human agency,
thereby leaving little room for unexplained expedes that can be interpreted as the

work of supernatural agents (Barrett 2004, 113-#16Jor Barrett, all of the relevant

“8 Seeking to avoid the issues revolving around tmeept of “innateness,” McCauley employs the term
“maturational naturalness” to designate those d¢ognimechanisms that are produced through the
combination of our common genetic endowment anit&yxposure to regular features of the world (in
press).

“9 Recall the earlier discussion in which Barrettieds were presented regarding the important rodeiof
HADD in generating and supporting supernatural afetfiefs, as many HADD experiences cannot be
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strategies have been implemented in large Wesites since the end of World War |l
and it is, consequently, in large, affluent, urlbagas that we see the highest proportion
of non-theists.

Barrett's account of the lowering of the HADD’stputs in modern, urban
environments has also been extended by Saler agkeZi(2006), who are in broad
agreement with Barrett on the crucial role of agestetection dynamics in explaining
theism and non-theism. They contest, howevemdttien that everyone’s HADD is
equally sensitive and that the differences betvwesaple are mostly the result of the
environment in which each person’s HADD operateather, they present evidence from
behavioural genetics suggesting that a certainegegfi religiosity or “intrinsic
religiousness” is heritable, as well as evideneg cime of the possible mechanisms of
this heritability is a specific allele for a gemwolved in the transportation and function
of the neurotransmitter serotonin. Bearers of plaidicular allele are much more likely,
the evidence suggests, to exhibit anxiety-relatdthliours throughout adult life. For
Saler and Zeigler, these anxious individuals wdwade more sensitive HADDs than
those who do not possess this allele and wouldsemurently, have more HADD
experiences and be more likely to believe in theterce of supernatural agents.

Much interesting and relevant work on this accaentains to be done, such as
both laboratory and more naturalistic studies efrtiie of urgency and anxiety on
interpreting events in the environment as beingedly some unseen agency. Yet, the
existing evidence suggesting that HADD dynamicsaateucial explanatory variable in

explaining theism and non-theism is weak. Gill anddsgaarde (2004), for example, in

dismissed through naturalistic explanations, sugteimal agent concepts cannot be dismissed, and the
credence level given to such concepts increases.

138



their cross-national analysis of the predictoraational levels of religiosity, found that
state welfare spending, rather than urbanizati@s tive crucial factor driving the results;
the greater a nation spent per capita on welfagadipg, the less religiosity their
populations exhibit.

Moreover, | created a variable for “exposure ® dlatdoors” in my survey for
theists and non-theists, where | asked whethentheidual grew up in a rural, suburban,
or urban setting (or some combination thereof) e & how frequently they engaged in
outdoor activities in environments with relativédwer signs of human artefacts (such as
hiking, hunting, and fishing). If Barrett, Saland Zeigler are correct that those
individuals with more exposure to the natural waid non-human agency are more
likely to find supernatural agent concepts compgllbecause of the greater opportunity
for HADD experiences, then we might find a diffecerbetween theists and non-theists
in their degree of exposure to the natural woildjlar to the difference | found between
theists and non-theists in their degree of exposuf@REDs. | found no such difference
(Non-theist M= 6.01, Theist M= 5.61, t= .937, df§1D, p=.349.

Both Gill and Lundsgaarde’s evidence and my owst daubt on the idea that
exposure to the natural world and its opportunitteHADD experiences is a crucial
driver of supernatural agent beliefs and, convgrskeat lack of such exposure is a
crucial driver of non-theism. This does not rulg the possibility that HADD
experiences are important in supporting superniaigient beliefs or even that variation
between individuals in the number of such experssraan help explain theism vs. non-
theism. It merely suggests that if something igidg HADD experiences, it is most

likely not mere exposure to non-humanly engineemdronments.
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Secularization and its Critics

One might expect that the writings of scholars gpadly concerning secularization
would contain a wealth of claims about the cause®n-theism and even strong
atheism. One would, however, be disappointed. wHule it is the case that many
secularization theorists such as Berger (1967)c8(2002), Martin (2005), and Wilson
(1966, 1982) discuss the issue of belief and disbiel God and even supernatural agents
at an individual level, it is by no means the nfaicus of their investigations. Wilson
summarizes the larger concerns of secularizatiearthquite clearly when he writes:

“...by the term secularization, | mean that proceswhbich religious

institutions, actions, and consciousness, lose foeial significance.

What such a definition does not imply is that alimhave acquired a

secularized consciousness. It does not even suhgesnost individuals

have relinquished all their interesting religiomer though that may be

the case. It maintains no more than that religeases to be significant in

the working of the social system. (Wilson 1982, -149)

Much work in secularization theory, then, concehesprocess of religion’s
separation from the public sphere and social acimhutilizes Max Weber’s work on
rationalization and disenchantment (1918), FerdinBinnies distinction between
GemeinschafandGesellschaff1887), and Wilson’s concept of societalizatiofga).
Less work concerns the process by which superragemt beliefs become less
convincing to individuals. The work that does candadividual belief consists mostly
of two claims: 1) pluralism breeds scepticism alsupernatural beliefs, and 2) the

development of a rational, scientific view of cditganakes religious beliefs less

relevant and, consequently, less believable.
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Both Steve Bruce and Peter Berger discuss theofgikiralism, religious and
otherwise, in generating scepticism towards religimeas. Bruce, for instance, writes of
“the social-psychological consequences of increpdiversity” arguing that, “it calls into
guestion the certainty that believers can accaei teligion. Ideas are most convincing
when they are universally shared. Then they atdeltefs at all; they are just an
accurate account of how things are. The elaborati@lternatives provides a profound
challenge” (Bruce 2002, 17-18). Similarly, Bergews religion as a humanly
meaningful conception of the universe, the “saca&tbpy,” and as vulnerable to
pluralism, which undermines the sensation thatetmsaningful conceptions are just the
way the world is, rather than a choice among méaoyces (1967).

Berger, Bruce, Martin, and Wilson all discuss Wé&beotion of rationalization of
social action as well as the growth science andhiglogy, though none of them, as they
are frequently accused of doing (Stark 1999), \8eignce as a main cause of
secularization at the social or individual levBather, the argument is that rational and
scientific approaches to problems of economic pctdn and health make religious
approaches to such problems extraneous, less fridguéilized, and, consequently, less
believable. These arguments assume that therkzgseintly an idea can be utilized in
interpreting the world, the less credence one&@yito give to it. As Bruce has written,
it is not that science and technology create atheRather, “they just tend to reduce the
frequency and seriousness with which people temdligion” (2002, 27). And similarly,
Martin states that, with the development of sciesioe technology, “the general sense of

human power is increased, the play of contingescegstricted and the overwhelming

141



sense of divine limits which afflicted previous gestions is much diminished” (1969,
116).

Both of these hypotheses face significant problashexplanations for non-
theism. For instance, neither claim is evaluatgthkir proponents either
psychologically or sociologicall}? That is, these claims are not tested againsatitees
in either psychology or sociology and, consequemil have no evidence for these
claims besides their originators’ intuitions. Hat, if some evidence did indeed support
these claims, we would still be left with the fétat some significant degree of
technology and religious pluralism exists througttbe West while widely divergent
levels of supernatural agent beliefs and pracesést between nations. The clear
implication is that these factors cannot explamhriation we see.

For Rodney Stark and his colleagues, no evidexistsdo support such
hypotheses because no real and enduring “seculanza# consciousness” has occurred.
For Stark, human nature itself prevents any endweécularization of consciousness and
the cross-national and longitudinal evidence camoegrreligious belief and practice
frequently cited by secularization theorists isually evidence of the value of free-
market competition between religious ideas in gatigg greater religious commitment.
Yet, both Stark’s view of human nature and hisrimtetation of existing evidence have
proven very problematic, casting doubt on his desfithe possibility of the growth of an

enduring non-theism or “secularized consciousness.”

* |nterestingly enough, Rodney Stark and his colieag1987, 1999, 2000), as will be examined below,
take pluralism to be an important component ofyrelis vitality rather than scepticism. For these
sociologists, pluralism encourages competition andsequently, a better religious “product” thadple
are more likely to accept. The methodological fitations for their claim that nations with highegdses
of religious pluralism exhibit greater religiositave been questioned by a number of scholars,dné aof
the available evidence supports the notion thabnsatwith higher degrees of religious pluralism ibith
more religious scepticism.
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For Stark and others in the field that has comaeténown as the economics of
religion or the “new paradigm” in the sociologyrefigion, the human mind is rational.
That is, similar to long-standing models of humatonality in the field of economics,
Stark and colleagues argue that human minds seekédhiimal attainment of rewards
and the avoidance of costs within the limits ofrthkeowledge (Stark and Bainbridge
1987; lannaccone 1998; Stark 1999; Stark and R20K®). This rational mind faces a
problem, however, in that many of the rewardsakse especially immortality, cannot be
satisfied in this world. According to the “ratidridnoice” model of religion, human
minds rationally accept “compensators” rather treamards in such circumstances,
compensators being “postulations of reward accgrthrexplanations that are not readily
susceptible to unambiguous evaluation” (Stark aachiidge 1987, 36). For Stark and
his colleagues, many compensators can only be sigobloy supernatural explanations,
including supernatural agents, making religionystem of general compensators based
on supernatural assumptions” (1987, 39).

Given that the human demand for rewards such amimality and meaning is
constant and such rewards are unattainable imbrilel, Stark and others surmise that
religious explanations of the universe, usuallyoiring supernatural agents, and of how
to attain such rewards, will always be in dema@onsequently, any seeming
“secularization of consciousness” is ephemeral“aalf-limiting,” as the more sceptical
people become of a particular religious traditithe, more demand there is for a more
convincing religious tradition that can satisfyitheever-ending desire for immortality.

With this view of human nature, scholars in theremmnics of religion offer a

unique interpretation of the cross-national differes in levels of religious belief and
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practice. Specifically they argue that such déferes can be explained by the different
degrees of religious pluralism and regulation pneg¢€inke and Stark 1998; lannaccone
1998). Taking a cue from free-market economiossehscholars argue that free-market
competition helps create better products, in thgeaeligious compensators that are
plausible to people in a given context. In cownvith a high degree of religious
pluralism and a low degree of government interfeean religion (such as the United
States), these scholars predict a high degredigiongs vitality, as the various religions
compete with one another in creating the besticelgproduct.

For Stark and his colleagues, then, cross-natidiffakences in religious belief
and behaviour are by no means an indicator of lalgerand for religious explanations
and compensators; it is not that people are somdeaaming less religious and more
sceptical. Rather, in environments with low plisial and high government regulations
(and consequently little competition), the religgquroducts available from existing
organizations are unsatisfying. Individuals instheircumstances supposedly construct
their own religious ideas or exhibit a latent dethétmat, given the right religious product,
would blossom into religious adherence. Accordm&tark and his colleagues, then, the
citizens of Denmark and Sweden, two countries Wigfh proportions of non-theists, still
have a demand for religious compensators andyéngihe “right” religion through a
process of free-market religious competition, wonhde again become religious
adherents, engage in religious practices, andveeirethe supernatural.

The rational choice view of religion is, unfortdely, beset with problems in both
its view of human cognition and its interpretatafrcross-national data regarding

religious vitality and pluralism.
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First, as has been discussed above, evidencesiuaral disciplines within the
cognitive sciences discredits the notion that huowgnition operates according to
normatively rational principles or that it seeksiiaximize individual gain. That is, no
evidence exists to support the idea, common tatimadl economic theory, that the
human mind necessarily seeks to maximize rewards@aminimize costs.

Stark has attempted to acknowledge such literatoyeeframing his concept of
rationality as “bounded rationality,” a newer andeed fruitful model of human decision
making (Gigerenzer and Selten 2001). Stark arthegshuman minds may not be
perfectly rational and constant maximizers of tytjlbut rather that “within the limits of
their information and understanding, restrictedalagilable options, guided by their
preferences and tastes, humans attempt to makeahthoices” (Stark 1999, 266).

Such a characterization, however, is a fundamemtainderstanding of bounded
rationality. Despite citing one of the foundergedgearch on bounded rationality, Herbert
Simon, Stark fails to acknowledge that Simon hasieixly rejected the very
conceptualization of rationality that Stark propgsghich Simon and many others have
labelled “optimization under constraints.” Thearally, such an account adds to the
problems presented by ideal rationality rather thalaing them, as the rational mind now
has to determine what is most rational given athefconstraints involved in a given
situation (Gigerenzer and Todd 1999). Moreoves,@hidence does not support such an
“optimization under constraints” notion of ratioitglbut rather the notion of bounded
rationality as used in experimental economics aghitive science, which involves the
operation of numerous heuristics that work wellwegtofor the purposes of the organism

but do not utilize normatively rational rules.
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Second, the rational choice account of religiceigsbsuffers the same problems
as all emotionalist theories of religion. Accomlito Stark and Bainbridge, people
“accept religious compensators,” or, in other wottey believe in the supernatural,
because such beliefs meet their deep demands fiooritality and meaning. The
problem with this, as discussed above, is thaetieno evidence for the common
intuition that human beings find propositions bedible because they are comforting or
desirable.

Thirdly, despite the attempts of economists afyieh to show a correlation
between religious pluralism and religious vital{Binke, Guest, and Stark 1996; Finke
and Stark 1988; lannaccone 1991), most studidseafdlationship between pluralism
and vitality yield either a negative relationshipno relationship at all, whether the unit
of analysis is a single city or an entire coun@yéves and Gorski 2001).

And finally, given Zuckerman’s (2008) and my owisalissions with
Scandinavians, there is little evidence to supgh@tclaim that large numbers of non-
theistic and non-practicing Scandinavians wouldbee theistic and begin religious
participation if there were only “better” religiopsoducts available. Neither of us found
evidence for a latent religiosity beneath the stafaf Danish non-theism, which might
blossom into full-fledged religious belief and piiee. As Zuckerman writes in response
to a Danish bishop who argues that Danish religgdike a lottery ticket in that you do
not see it on the surface but, with a little sdnatg, the religious heart of the people is
revealed: “I spent a year scratching. | scratcatll scratched and | scratched. And
what | found was that religion wasn't really so mucprivate, personal issue, but rather a

non-issue” (2008, 102). And while both Zuckermad &ran across explicitly non-
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theistic Danes who quoted Shakespeatamiletin conversation, admitting that “there’s
more between heaven and earth,” this was by no srtiéammajority.

Despite these problems with rational choice thedlliam Sims Bainbridge,
who helped formulate the theory with Rodney Starthie 1980’s, has recently used it,
somewhat counter-intuitively, as part of an explemefor atheism (defined by
Bainbridge as self-identifying as an atheist) (200Bor Bainbridge, the key to
expanding the theory to account not only for the@md religious participation but for
atheism involves a distinction between two typesarhpensation, as understood by the
rational choice theory of rewards, costs, and corsgirs. Bainbridge argues that there
is bothprimary compensatigrin which a compensator is accepted in placerefaard
that people want themselves aatondary compensatioim which a compensator is
accepted in place of a reward that a person igatald to provide to another person.

For Bainbridge, individuals with numerous socibligations, such as close
relationships with parents, several siblings, ariage, and children, are much less likely
to be atheists, as they will feel a strong nedaetable to comfort and provide meaning
for these individuals in times of need. Bainbrigdfpe instance, recalls his great-
grandmother singing religious hymns to her brotteehe died of typhoid over a period of
weeks, assuring him of the reality of the rewarastgensators of heaven. Differences in
social obligations, Bainbridge argues, constitutiences in the need for secondary
compensation and, consequently, can help explagisah. Bainbridge supports this
argument with data from a large (N> 10,000), mialtiguage, but still non-representative
survey showing that individuals with fewer socilligations (as measured by their

marital status, number of children, their levetlekire to participate in a large family
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reunion, and how long they had lived at their corfeome) are more likely to call
themselves atheists. He also shows that, amongjeékien nations included in the
survey, nations with higher fertility rates (andhsequently more social obligations) have
a lower percentage of atheists.

This explanation of atheism faces the same prabkesrits related explanation of
religion, namely that there is no evidence foresittine rational choice view of the mind
that underlies the logic of rewards and compensatod that there is no evidence for the
fact that the human mind believes in rewardinganpensatory explanations because of
their being rewarding or compensatory. Moreovss,data Bainbridge presents only
show differences but do not establish causes duite possible, for instance, that Norris
and Inglehart’s theory of existential security leapoto lower religiosity and,
consequently, higher levels of non-theism can accfmr these data, as higher levels of
wealth in a country, as measured by per capita GibdF’thought to negatively influence
fertility rates (Weil 2004). Thus, the same setadises, increased wealth and existential
security, may well be causing both lower levels$eofility and higher levels of non-
theism.

But what about Norris and Inglehart’s theory oiseantial security and
religiosity? The cross-national data presented birisland Inglehart as well as Gill and
Lundsgaarde strongly suggest that a variety obfadtaving to do with “existential
security,” or the absence of physical, social, pesonal threats, have a significant

correlation with religious belief and practice. €lless people are worried about the
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welfare of themselves and their loved ones, it se¢he less likely they are to attend
religious services and express beliefs in the emist of God*

Yet, Norris and Inglehart’s theory is underpinfgduntested and problematic
psychological assumptions. They argue that “vilyual” religious cultures provide
reassurance that some higher power will “ensurethirags work out,” and that, by
believing in such ideas, individuals enjoy the bgs®f reduced stress and anxiety and
can better focus on addressing their immediatatsins (2004, 19). They argue that,
since individuals differ in the extent that theyfeufrom insecurity as they are growing
up, they should differ in the extent that they ndedlreassurance provided by religions.
Consequently, those growing up in secure enviromsngmould place less value on and
show less belief in religious representations efwtorld, while those growing up in more
insecure environments should place greater valibese representations.

This is yet another example of the emotionalisbtly of supernatural beliefs that
stipulates that human beings believe in the exigterh supernatural agents and forces
because of their being comforting and enrichirtgs,lonce again, contradicted both by a
plethora of societies in very existentially insexuaations, including numerous Sub-
Saharan African and Melanesian nations, which ey high degrees of religiosity
but profess beliefs in vengeful ancestors and wittfy, as well as by numerous
psychological studies demonstrating little evidefuzehe claim that human beings

believe propositions because they find them conmfgrar anxiety reducing.

L While it is important to note that the survey damaployed by Norris and Inglehart and Gill and
Lundsgaarde to ascertain religious belief involaydGod” and not any and all supernatural agendsh
my survey data and fieldwork experiences, as weethase of sociologist Phil Zuckerman, suggestahat
significant though undetermined portion of non-bedirs in “God” also lack belief in the existencentifer
supernatural agencies.

149



Moving Forward

Yet, if the sociological data concerning existergecurity, welfare spending, and
religiosity is accurate and the comfort hypothesiglaining the correlation between
insecurity and religiosity is mistaken, how aretew@ccount for this correlation? What is
the psychological process by which environmentabd@mns characterized as
existentially secure work to make religious beliafgl practices less compelling to so
many people? What is it about insecure environsdrat keeps participation in
religious coalitions and belief in supernaturalradgeso strong?

Above, | argued for the importance of exposur€REDs of belief in the
existence of supernatural agents and forces inrdetig whether or not an individual
comes to believe in the existence of these ag@aat$aaces. And while CREDs may at
first seem to be unrelated to the matter of exisiesecurity and religiosity, | will argue
that it is precisely at the centre of their relasbip.

Those believing in supernatural agents, | argaeyat engage in CREDs simply
to the extent that others in their society are gaga them or to the extent that important
individuals in their lives while they were growing engaged in them. Rather, as will be
detailed in the next chapter, the extent to whichvidual believers engage in CREDS is
significantly affected by environmental variabléfeeting their degree of commitment to
their beliefs as well as their participation ingedus activities that constitute CREDSs. If
an individual believer becomes less committed soohniher beliefs (that they still hold)
and if an individual believer becomes less lik@lyehgage in religious activities that
constitute CREDs, then fewer CREDs will be perfainrethat individual’s

environment, thereby reducing the credibility afsk beliefs to young observers.
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Consequently, if an environment works to lower catnmant to beliefs and to lower
ritual participation, then this environment willWer the amount of CREDs and,
obviously, exposure to CREDs by individuals as taeygrowing up. | will argue that
such an environment, over the span of one to twemgions, will exhibit significantly
higher levels of non-theism.

Below, | will argue that existentially secure enoviments, as described by Norris
and Inglehart, do not lower religiosity by makirng tcomforts of religious belief and
practice less needed. Rather, existentially sesawveonments lower the levels of
commitment believers have in their beliefs andlitkedihood they will engage in CREDs
concerning those beliefs. Consequently, existiyngacure environments lower the
level of exposure to CREDs for subsequent generatidinally, as outlined above,
lowering the level of exposure to CREDs in a popaotaincreases the number of
individuals who view supernatural agent concepthsas God, ghosts, and demons the
same way they view concepts of Hercules, SuperarahMickey Mouse.

Of course, this argument requires evidence thiatemtially secure environments
do indeed lower commitment to religious ideas amihdeed decrease participation in
religious activities. In the next chapter, | véihow that evidence from psychology,
sociology, and anthropology suggests that existiypsecure environments lower levels
of commitment to ingroup ideologies, including gadius ideologies, lower extrinsic
motivations for ritual participation, and lower &g of superstitious behaviour. Through
the manipulation of commitment, ritual participatj@nd superstitious behaviour, such
environments directly affect the level of CREDsisociety and, consequently, the levels

of theism and non-theism.
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Chapter 5. The Effects of Security/Insecurity dREDs
and a New Account of Secularization

At the end of the previous chapter, | argued thatiNorris and Inglehart call
“existentially secure” environments work to lowbetamount of CREDs towards beliefs
in the existence of supernatural agents and, coesdly, gradually raise the number of
non-theists in those environments. This procesarsgrimarily because of the

common, if not universal, status of religious bisliand practices as important markers of
ingroup identity and commitment and the effects gheariety of threatening stimuli have
on ingroup commitment, religious participation, augberstitious behaviour.

Below, I will sketch the important connectionsvweén supernatural agent beliefs
and practices and identity and review the evideridbe effects of threatening stimuli on
commitment and participation, which include thergase of ingroup commitment and
authoritarianism, the encouragement of individj@ilsing or increasing their
participation in religious groups, and the increasperformances of what have been
labelled as “superstitious” actions. From thiddevice, two points emerge. First, nearly
all of the documented effects of threatening stinitdm increased ingroup commitment
to participation in religious coalitions to incredsperformance of “superstitious” actions,
either produce or constitute increased CREDs oéswgtural agent beliefs. Thus,
lowering the levels of these threats in an envirentnas the Scandinavian welfare states
have done, lowers the amount of CREDs, which resalfuture generations receiving a
lower level of exposure to CREDSs, which resulta imse in the number and proportion
of non-theists. Second, a variety of types ofdtg@xist, not all of which are directly

related to the social-welfare variables discusgeNdrris and Inglehart and Gill and
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Lundsgaarde. In particular, the concept of norveatireat introduced by Karen Stenner
(2005) helps better explain the gap between théedr8tates and Europe in that, while
the United States does have more insecurity thaodewas discussed by Norris and

Inglehart, it also has had and continues to havehrhigher levels of normative threat.

The Ties of Supernatural Agent Beliefs and Identity

Amongst more vocal atheists, there is a commonnaegi that religious beliefs should,
in a normative sense, be viewed simply as statemaddut the world and how it works.
Richard Dawkins, for example, has repeatedly stess print and in his numerous
public speaking appearances that “there is no thing” as a Muslim child or a Christian
child, just as there is no such thing as a femhdtl or a postmodern child. Children,
Dawkins argues, are too young to be able to knohehe they stand on such issues”
(2006, 3). For Dawkins and many other atheistgiogis beliefs are simply hypotheses
about the world and must be judged as such.

Most of the atheists | talked to who expresseth @ygnions, however, view as
non-problematic the labelling of a child as a Jasarchild or an American child, as
these adjectives reveal something about their ijantthe world, where they come
from, and how they think and behave. Religiousef®lfor these atheists, should not
serve as identity markers in the same way as ratadfiliation. This stance seems to
grow at least partly out of frustration among sgratheists that there exists in the West a
general taboo on criticizing another individuakigious beliefs. During a recorded
conversation between Richard Dawkins, Sam Harhsis@pher Hitchens, and Dan

Dennett, for example, all protested what they sawrdair protection of religious beliefs.
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They lamented the fact that it seems perfectly ptedxe in modern society to criticize
someone’s aesthetic judgments and political leanibgt not someone’s religious beliefs.
For these strong atheists, religious statementstdabe world are to be judged and even
ridiculed like any other statements.

Such a separation between religious belief anetitygs a common normative
viewpoint amongst strong atheists. Descriptivglgaking, however, there are clearly
strong connections between supernatural agent$ale group identity. Supernatural
agent beliefs have not been merely or even prignatdtements about how the world
works but markers of identity and signs of ingragmmitment in ways not dissimilar to
language, clothing style, and body modificatiory daitiquing someone’s religious
beliefs, one is not merely arguing against a hygsiththat individual has about the world
but arguing against who they are as a member @igiaus group.

In the contemporary United States, for examplevadenced by a large scale
survey in 2003, a the majority of citizens haveséeged their prejudice towards members
of other religions but still see “some kind of gitin” as an inherent part of being a
decent, “trustworthy” American (Edgell, Gerteisdaartmann 2006) Of course, it is
not only national but also more local identitieattdepend on supernatural agent beliefs.
This is perhaps best illustrated by the experientgoung John Grimes in James
Baldwin’s semi-autobiographical nov&p Tell It on the Mountai1952), for whom
Christian belief is intimately tied to black idegtand the role of his family, most notably

his wrathful, oppressive father, in the black comityu

*2 Such a finding is perhaps unsurprising, as schdiave been documenting a common religious core of
American identity for over forty years, from RobBellah’s essay “Civil Religion in America” in 196@
Caplow, Bahr, and Chadwick’s discovery of a “comneoged” amongst the various religions in an Indiana
town (1983).
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“The darkness of his sin was in the hardheartedwé&hlsvhich he resisted

God’s power; in the scorn that was often his whadistened to the

crying, breaking voices, and watched the black gksten while they

lifted up their arms and fell on their faces beftire Lord. For he had

made his decision. He would not be like his fatloeihis father’s fathers.

He would have another life” (19).

For John Grimes, to believe in the Christian Godasmerely to postulate something
about the way the world works, but to stay in tlecb community which he has grown
to despise as he has envisioned that his inteiigevll let him escape his father, escape
Harlem, and become a celebrity in the wider, whiteld:

“His father was God’s minister, the ambassadohefKing of Heaven,

and John could not bow before the throne of gratisowt first kneeling

to his father. On his refusal to do this had Hesdepended.....” (21).

A wealth of research in evolutionary anthropolagy psychology has sought to
explain why these strong connections between meigybeliefs and group identity exist
(Irons 1996, 2001, 2008; Bulbulia 2004; Sosis at@bAa 2003; Norenzayan and Shariff
2008; Henrich 2009; Henrich and Atran in presshe Thost dominant explanations are
1) that displays of commitment to the specificgiglus ideas and practices of a particular
group or society allow individuals in the groupetstablish whether or not other
individuals are trustworthy cooperators who are wutted to the group and not to
themselves (Irons 2001; Sosis and Bressler 20@82pbeliefs in supernatural agents
with the interest in and ability to reward and @immoral behaviour discourage anti-
social, reputation-damaging behaviour (Johnson 2B@8enzayan and Shariff 2008).

Under both scenarios, in-group cooperation is ecédiand, consequently, so too are

individual (Irons 2001, 2008; Johnson 2005) andfoup (Wilson 2002; Henrich 2009)
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fitness. According to all of these scholars, ghesnefits are crucial to explaining the
ubiquity and persistence of supernatural agenéfsedind practices.

This work on religious identity and cooperatioroagly suggests that
supernatural agent beliefs and practices have peatibenefits for those individuals and
groups who hold them. It is unsurprising, therfjrid evidence in the contemporary
United States (Edgell, Gerteis, Hartmann 2006)@asd contexts, such as the spread of
Islam and large-scale trade in Africa (Ensminge37)@nd the successful trade networks
of Medieval Jewish merchants (Greif 1993), thatgheoealize the importance of
supernatural agent beliefs and practices as sifgingstworthiness and common identity.

There is, then, a good scientific reason forekistence of the connections
between supernatural agent beliefs and identitinagezhich many atheists protest.
Parents wishing to identify their children as bewri@ particular ingroup may call their
children Christian or Muslim and encourage therarigage in the behaviours and exhibit
the beliefs necessary to reap the benefits of gnoeimbership. Moreover, having one’s
religious beliefs attacked as false or as a sigmokwardness is unlikely to merely elicit
feelings associated with arguments over factuaterstbut rather feelings of deep insult
towards one’s community and those beliefs and [mesthat make one a part of that
community.

This connection between supernatural agent bediedsingroup identity is most
certainly not without consequence, as evidence fomariety of research programs show
that a variety of perceived threats work to inceeas individual’s commitment to

relevant ingroups (including religions) and theliealogies, to join or increase
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participation in religious groups that can providsources, and to increase their

performance of “superstitious” actions, all of whiconstitute CREDSs.

Threat and Ingroup Commitment

The evidence for the effects of threat on ingroommitment come from a variety of
research programs involving both cross-culturabtatory studies and large scale
surveys, most of which demonstrate that after thmlabout threatening situations or
stimuli, individuals are more likely to defend thezlevant ingroup worldviews from
attack by denigrating those who express critici$ithese worldviews.

A large body of evidence in social psychologyizitilg Terror-Management
Theory (TMT), for example, demonstrates that fogqiarticipants to consider their own
deaths increases their commitment to relevant uqggpsuch as America for US students
and particular religions, such as Christianity wdaism, for self-identifying members of
those traditions®

Greenberg and colleagues (1990), for example daSkeistians to evaluate the
profiles of numerous individuals, both Christiardalewish, on a variety of measures
such as intelligence and prosociality, as welhasaxtent to which they would like to
work with him/her in a cooperative task. Whilefraflthe Christian participants received
a control prime prior to the evaluation that askesin to describe their thoughts of the
prospect of watching television, the other haliereed a mortality salience prime, which

asked them to “write about (a) what will happethiam as they physically die, and (b)

%3 Terror-Management Theory , largely the creatiopsyichologists Sheldon Solomon, Jeff Greenburg,
and Tom Pyszczynski, was inspired by, and conestatsystematic statement of, anthropologist Ernest
Becker’s claims that human beings produce and ¢traultural worldviews in order to alleviate the
existential suffering created by the knowledge oftality (Becker 1973; Greenberg et al 1997).
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the emotions that the thought of their own deatiuses in them.” Those participants
given the mortality salience prime, who thoughtwitbe threatening prospect of death,
rated Christian targets higher and Jewish targstsi on all of the desirable attributes
than those who received the control prime.

Further, Greenberg and colleagues used the sam®icand mortality primes on
a wider group of American participants in ordemeestigate whether the threatening
prospect of death caused them to alter their juddsnef individuals expressing positive
or negative views of the United States. Thinkibgw the prospect of death resulted in
participants giving significantly higher ratingsttee individual expressing positive
sentiments about America and significantly lowerkiags to the individual expressing
negative sentiments about Amerréa.

Evolutionary anthropologists Carlos Navarrete Blat Fessler have argued
against TMT about the psychological causes foramesults, stating that rather than
being the result of existential anxiety of deallese worldview-defence effects are the
result of an evolved cognitive system devoted tamidting to coalitions more strongly
in the face of threats in order to receive coaldilosupport in such times (2005). They
support their argument with a series of studigb@United States and Costa Rica
showing that it is not the thought of death spealfy that produces these effects, but
thoughts of a variety of threats, including theftiaocial isolation, that could be

ameliorated through coalitional assistance (Navareal. 2004).

** Similar use of mortality salience primes revehk participants seek to punish those they see as
violating the values of society (such as prost#jutaore harshly and reward those they see as upbdlie
values of society (such as a woman who helped@acktch a criminal) more greatly when primed talthi
about their own deaths (Rosenblatt et al 1989).TTétearchers have also conducted behaviourakstudi
showing that American participants are much momourfortable sifting colors through an American flag
and much more likely to sit closer to other Amengaather than individuals from other countries whe
given mortality salience primes (Greenberg et &5)9

158



In the United States, for instance, Navarreteail@agues utilized the same
control and mortality salience primes as TMT reslears, but also gave other
participants a theft prime, which asked them tdenabout their physical and emotional
response to discovering that their homes had bergidrized, and still others a social
isolation prime, which asked them to write abowetitiphysical and emotional response to
being completely isolated from friends and familghey then had their American
participants evaluate two foreign students whowetilen either pro-American or anti-
American essays. Not only those who thought alleath, but also those who thought
about the threatening scenario of being burglarigedwed significantly more positive
responses to the pro-American and significantlyenmagative responses to the anti-
American students (Navarrete et al. 2004).

Moreover, in rural Costa Rica, where participamése asked to respond to the
opinions of recent immigrants from other Centraléiman countries regarding Costa
Rica as a country after the same set of primesgtparticipants who thought about being
burglarized and being socially isolated showediBggantly more positive responses to
the immigrants expressing more pro-Costa Ricatud#s and more negative responses
to those immigrants expressing more anti-CostarRatétudes® Regardless of the
mechanism responsible, whether it be an existefealof death or an evolved

coalitional psychological system, the relevant facthis discussion is that experimental

% These effects were moderated by participants’escon a Right Wing Authoritarianism scale (Altenteye
1998), meaning that the primes were effective éektent that participants had previously expressed
“right wing” views. For those individuals scoringry low on the RWA scale, the primes actually eals
the participants to exhibit the opposite effedsirg their opinions of the anti-American student.
Navarrete and Fessler note that this still constitan increase in commitment to ingroup ideolagy.n

this case, the participants’ ideology is sociattadism.

%% Interestingly, the Costa Rican participants ditlcimnge their views when primed with thoughts of
personal death. Navarrete and colleagues sudgedhts may well be the result of Costa Rica benuge

of a “collectivist” culture, as opposed to the méralividualist” culture of the United States, wieesocial
isolation was less threatening but personal deathwery threatening (2004).
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inducement of threatening thoughts serves to iseréfze defence of one’s cultural
worldview from attack and more negative views ofgooup individuals®’

Political scientist Karen Stenner’s work on auttasranism and threat also
supports the conclusion that threatening environsnenrk to increase ingroup
commitment, though, notably, Stenner’s work shdved it is not only threats to an
individual that can cause this effect, but alsorfnative” threats against the integrity of
the group itself. Stenner succeeds in her ainnofving, through both large-scale studies
and laboratory studies, that authoritarian or “gieb” behaviours are not solely the
product of an underlying disposition but are alssponses to threats (2008).

In a national, random digit dialling survey of whAmericans (N=844), for
example, Stenner finds that by manipulating thesypf newspaper stories participants
read early in the survey, with some participanéglneg threatening stories and others
reading reassuring stories regarding 1) beliefrditevs. sameness in the country, 2)
stability vs. change, 3) the quality of the couistigaders, 4) economic growth vs.
decline, and 5) blacks gaining relative to whited gice-versa, she can significantly
influence participants’ responses to a varietygsbtipish” questions later in the survey.
These questions involved the degree with whichi@pants agreed with the rights of
white citizens to keep black citizens out of theighbourhoods, with the right of the

government to limit the free speech of those ptotgshe American way of life, and the

" The work of TMT researchers, as well as thosedimguon coalitional psychology, has been called int
question recently by a team of researchers at Qaéariversity Belfast, led by Colin Holbrook, who
present evidence that people respond to threatxHibiting hyper-responses to a much wider range of
stimuli, such as pleasant and unpleasant soundsreauks (Holbrook et al, submitted). If such resate
born out, this calls into question the mechanisynahbich ingroup commitment results from threatening
stimuli, but does not call into question the fawdttit does indeed result.

%8 Groupish behaviours, for Stenner, are those behavihat seek to uphold the “normative order,” or
“some system of oneness and sameness that makes ‘us’™ (2005, 17). Normative threats, thenefp
are threats to the “oneness and sameness” of tlip gwhich, in modern pluralistic societies, arerfenon
authority” and “shared values” (17).
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degree to which they supported local communitigsiireng prayer in schools. By
threatening white Americans’ feelings of a secuigite America, Stenner was able to
increase their commitment to the “normative ordsrthis particular ingroup’

Stenner further demonstrated the effects of nepespstories on the five
dimensions mentioned above in a more controlledritbry study with white college
students in New York. She found that by manipatathreat vs. reassurance through the
newspaper stories, she could affect participawts'es on a modified Right-Wing
Authoritarian Scale, which asked participants &testhe degree to which they agreed or
disagreed with statements such as, “It is impoti@pirotect the rights of deviants and
radicals in all ways,” “It is wonderful that youmpgople today have greater freedom to
protest against things they don't like and to méder own ‘rules’ to govern their
behaviour,” and “What our country really needsteasl of more ‘civil rights,’ is a good
stiff dose of law and ordef®

Stenner’s results are important in calling at@mto the role of normative, as
opposed to mere economic or material, threatsareasing ingroup commitment.
Threats to the normative order of a particulamgielis community or an entire country,
such as diversity in beliefs about the supernatunatality, proper governance, or quality
of leadership can work to increase commitment th groups and, consequently,
displays of this commitment through actions. Sdisplays constitute CREDs for the

group’s ideologies.

%9 Just as in the TMT and coallitional psychology aesk, these effects were moderated by the degree to
which participants exhibited an authoritarian ardigpish” disposition, as measured by questions éarl
the survey about their child-rearing values andstiaes from a Right-Wing Authoritarian questionmair
Social liberals were also affected by the primes,itv the opposite direction, being more likelydisagree
even more strongly with authoritarian, groupishtiseents.

60 Earlier measures of authoritarianism once agaiveseas moderating factors in the results.
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Aaron Kay and his colleagues offer yet anothecpsipogical explanation for
worldview defence effects, arguing that insteadestilting from an existential fear of
death, an evolved coalitional psychology, or a rfeed sense of “us” as “us,” these
effects are the result of the human drive for aseeaf personal control (Kay et al. 2008).
By making people feel as if they are not in contrfoh given situation, Kay and
colleagues argue, you encourage them to more fisonbport “external systems of
control” such as religions and governments. Thgypsrt their argument with several
studies, including both an analysis of the Worlduéa Survey and several laboratory
studies.

In one experimental study with Canadian studdfay,and colleagues
manipulate some participants’ feelings of persaoailtrol by asking them to recall and
describe a particular time in which they felt pautarly in control or not in control of a
situation. They then show that those participarts recall a time of not feeling in
control exhibit significantly higher support foretleurrent social order in Canada, as
measured by the extent to which participants agrelsagree with statements such as
“societal change is disruptive” and “promoting patl stability should be the Canadian
government's main goaf®

Kay’s results are relevant in that more existéiytiasecure environments are
very likely to decrease individuals’ sense of paeaontrol. Events that are difficult to
impossible to predict, from natural disasters &edse to large-scale layoffs, all threaten
individuals’ feelings of personal control, espdgiathen those individuals’ governments

provide minimal services to minimize the threatshsavents pose to individual lives and

61 Again, this result was moderated by the extenthizh the participants found the current sociakorid
Canada to be working for their best interest.
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well-being. The implication is that, in such emriments, individuals are likely to
exhibit higher commitment to those ingroup ideoésgio which they subscribe. Given
the prevalence of religiously oriented ingroupsuabthe world, such environments will
encourage greater commitment and, consequentlye @BEDSs, towards supernatural
agent beliefs.

Another theory in social psychology, similar talgrerhaps overlapping with the
theory that human beings are motivated to mairdaanse of personal control, is that
human beings are motivated to avoid uncertaintyg@2000, 2001, 2004; van den Bos
2001). And, in a manner similar to studies of peed control, researchers have
documented that manipulating uncertainty producasdview defence effects (van den
Bos et al. 2006).

Kees van den Bos and his colleagues at Utrechitdusity have conducted both a
large (N=1529) internet survey and a laboratorggtlemonstrating these effects on
specifically religious worldviews (2006). In thelme survey, van den Bos and
colleagues first measured participants’ degreevait®nal uncertainty using a
standardized scale (Greco and Roger 2001). Theyrttanipulated personal uncertainty
by having some participants write a paragraph om they would feel physically and
emotionally in a state of uncertainty. All pariants then read a short essay by an atheist
attacking religious believers as stupid and bigated advocating for the burning of the
Bible and the Koran. The dependent measure wasxtieat to which participants agreed
or disagreed with the statement, “this article nsake angry.” Amongst those
individuals with a moderate to high degree of eomi uncertainty, the uncertainty

prime provoked significantly more angry responsiasthe more tightly controlled
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laboratory study, the investigators documentedshbHitprofessed religiousness, as
measured on a series of questions regarding therieme of religion in the participants’
lives and the degree to which they considered tebses religious people, also
moderated the effects of uncertainty on the anigews towards the atheist article.
Thus, for more religious and more emotionally uteiarindividuals, simulating
uncertainty results in a stronger defence of gialis worldview.

There is little doubt that existentially insecerezironments produce significant
amounts of personal uncertainty about a varietyeo§ important personal matters, from
surviving childbirth to how one will respond to sleh unemployment or illness to
whether or not a hostile outgroup will attack. Timplication of the above studies,
which only simulate a limited degree of uncertawith verbal primes, is that such
environments result in religious individuals andogionally uncertain individuals more
strongly committing to and defending their religsdueliefs and, consequently,

performing more CREDs of those beliefs.

Threat and Religious Participation

Besides increasing an individual’s commitment tougs to which he or she already
belongs, evidence from a variety of sources, frarmngjified historical analysis to
ethnography, points to the role of threat in cagisnalividuals to begin participating or to
increase participation in religious groups. TRigiot only or even primarily a result of an
increased commitment to the group itself, but nagheeflection of the reality that, in
many existentially insecure environments aroundatbed, the only cooperative groups

with the resources to assist those in need are thaaips holding to supernatural agent
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beliefs and observing practices associated witbetfxeliefs. Moreover, the groups that
appear to be most attractive to people in suchugistances are those groups
encouraging high levels of CREDs.

While many in the West may intuitively conceptaala “religious person” as
being a selfless person, deeply devoted to théigfbend/or community, scholars and
members of religious bodies alike have realizeti tieny individuals do not match the
prototype. In fact, through an investigation imtby people who rated themselves as
more religious actually exhibited higher degreestbhic prejudice, psychologists
Gordon Allport and Michael Ross (1967) developetistinction between intrinsic and
extrinsic religiosity, with intrinsically religioupeople participating out of a deep internal
commitment to the religion and extrinsically retigs people participating because they
derive benefits (whether psychological or materffiin doing s&? This distinction has
produced a wealth of studies within the psycholofgseligion and, while numerous
additions and clarifications have been made talisnction (Batson et al. 1993), the
notion of an extrinsic religious orientation apetr capture a real pattern in religious
motivations.

The implication of the literature on extrinsicigebsity is that some individuals
participate in religious coalitions, and conseqlygpérform some limited CREDS, not

out of a deep commitment to the group or its idegsout of a desire to reap the benefits

62 psychologists normally establish whether a peesdibits a more intrinsic or extrinsic religious
orientation through administering a religious otéion scale (Allport and Ross 1967). The scaks as
participants to rate the extent to which they agnegisagree with statements such as: “Quite dfteave
been keenly aware of the presence of God or thm®Being,” “Religion is especially important teem
because it answers many questions about the meafiifig,” and “I try hard to carry my religion ovénto
all my other dealings in life,” all of which invodvintrinsic religiosity, and also statements sush‘@he
primary purpose of prayer is to gain relief andtgction,” “A primary reason for my interest in gibn is
that my church is a congenial social activity,"dd®ccasionally | find it necessary to compromisg m
religious beliefs in order to protect my social awbnomic well-being,” all of which involve extriies
religiosity.
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the group can provid€. The implication of the evidence below is that marore
extrinsically religious individuals increase or betheir participation in resource-
providing religious groups in environments of thraad existential insecurity. Perhaps
the clearest evidence that many individuals interigally insecure environments
participate in religious groups for extrinsic reasds that provided by economist Daniel
Chen in his work on the effects of the financiasisrof 1997 on religious participation in
Indonesia (2008).

In 1997, a financial crisis began in Thailand ttadbngly affected numerous
Southeast Asian countries, including Indonesialnttonesia, specifically, the local
currency, theupiah, plummeted in value and the cost of food more thaurbled,
creating hardship for large numbers of people. &llanhdividuals were affected equally
by the crisis, however, as those individuals wittrenfarmland could use their own crops
for subsistence purposes. Individuals with govesminand corporate jobs with set
wages, however, were hit especially hard, as thages stayed the same while the value
of their wages decreased and the cost of food asext

With data from the One Hundred Villages Survey @40 households)
conducted by Indonesia’s Census Office before ndyiand after the crisis, Chen is able
to estimate the effect of relative financial haigsin religious participation. As
measures of financial hardship, Chen uses the anabyne-crisis wetland hectares (as
the more hectares an individual has, the more diagshave to consume themselves)

and whether or not individuals in the householdehgevernment jobs with fixed wages.

83 Given that extrinsically religious individuals dot have a deep commitment for the group or its
ideologies, the degree to which they would perf@REDs concerning those ideologies is, of course,
limited. Such individuals are likely to performficient CREDs to reap the benefits of group mershi,
but not much more.
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As measures of religious participation, Chen exasiwhether or not, during the crisis,
individuals in the household increased, maintaioedlecreased their attendance at
communal Koran readings, Bengajian,and whether or not households removed their
children from cheaper, secular schools in ordeettd them to more expensive Islamic
schools.

Chen finds that the degree to which a househdffésted by the crisis is a
significant factor in whether or not people incie#seir religious participation. The
average family in the crisis was faced with a $4l@0rease per month in non-food
expenditure per person (as more of the family bublgd to be spent on basic foodstuffs)
and this change made the average family 9% moeéylth increase their attendance at
the local Koran readings and 5% more likely to mthesr children from cheaper, secular
schools, to more expensive, Islamic schools (2008)e strategy of increasing
participation seems to be an effective one in dimglhouseholds from the worst effects
of the crisis, as those households which did irezeheir religious attendance were 50%
less likely to need alms or credit three montheréfie crisis.

While this evidence strongly suggests that econdhteat increases religious
participation, it does not speak to the motivatitiveg drove individuals to increase their
participation. Using only the evidence above, ooeld easily interpret these results as
yet another instance of existentially insecure mments increasing levels of religious
commitment. Yet, Chen also finds a telling pie€ewadence that suggests, for many
people, it was not religious commitment which drtivem to participate more in their
Islamic community but rather their wish to reap thaterial benefits of membership

during the crisis. That piece of evidence is thateffect of financial hardship just

167



discussed virtually disappears in those communitieghich relatively low-cost credit is
available in the form of banks, microfinance ingiiins, and loans from the Bank Rakyat
Indonesia. In places where households can helpetiseir security by obtaining low-
collateral loans, more severely affected househslte no more likely than less
severely affected households to increase theirggzation in communal Koran study or
move their children from secular to Islamic schodl$is strongly suggests that the
motivation for many affected individuals in incraagtheir participation and switching
their children’s place of education was not a dempmitment to Islam or to the specific
religious community but rather a desire to gaingbeial insurance benefits that such
participation could provide.

Increasing one’s religious participation certairégults in an increase in CREDSs,
as, in the Indonesian case, individuals used timee to attend religious services and
actually paid significantly more money, a potentEIRin a financial crisis, to have their
children educated in religious schools. Yet, pgstiting in some religious groups
demands more CREDs than participating in otherssank intriguing evidence,
reviewed below, points to the fact that more denranend authoritarian religious
organizations benefit significantly more in ternisr@mbership gains than lax and
liberal religious organizations in threatening.gosre environments. Consequently,
insecure environments can encourage even more CREDSg a population than if
individuals converted to all types of religious gps equally in the face of insecurity.

Both the work of Stephen Sales (1972) and the Vabek of Stewart McCann
(1999) point to role of particularly threateningés in twentieth century American

history in increasing conversion rates to striatharitarian churches. Sales, like many
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social psychologists in post-war America, was egézd in authoritarianism. He
lamented the fact, however, that all of the exgstudies of authoritarianism and threat
were laboratory based. He sought a more natucahstasure and chose to examine the
conversion rates of authoritarian and non-authaemaChristian denominations in the
United States to see if threatening times and hogatening times had any effect on their
conversion rates.

Sales compared the conversion rates, as measythd humber of converts per
1,000,000 non-members in the US population in argixear, of four authoritarian
denominations (The Southern Baptist Convention, hBay Adventist Church, The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, ardRbman Catholic Church) as well as
four non-authoritarian denominations (The Preshamte€hurch of the US, The
Congregational Christian Church, The Northern Bafionvention, and the Protestant
Episcopal Church). Focusing on economic threatkesSound that, in the period from
1920-1939, a period containing no American warsabtitamatic change in economic
prosperity, there existed moderate to strong negatrrelations between per capita
disposable income and the conversion rates foauktigoritarian churches and moderate
to strong positive correlations with the conversiates for the non-authoritarian
churches. The evidence suggests that authoriteharches saw a significant increase in
membership as the Great Depression hit while ndheaitarian churches saw their
increases in the relatively affluent 1920's.

Seeking to further test Sales claims, Stewart Niedeas conducted two
guantitative historical studies of his own. In flist, he extends the timeframe from

1920-1939 to 1928-1986 while halving the numbeaughoritarian and non-authoritarian
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denominations. He also elicits assistance fromtéaum historians, who rate each year
from 1928-1986 for economic, social, and polititakats to the “socio-political order”
of the United States. Using this measure of thigsatvell as conversion rates for the four
denominations, McCann finds significant positiveretations between threat and
conversion to authoritarian churches, just as S#itks Further, McCann finds that by
adding social and political threats to his reg@ssnodels he can account for more of the
variance than with economic threats alone, sugugstiat, in a manner similar to
Stenner’s work on threat and authoritarianisns ot only economic insecurity that can
affect ingroup commitment and religious participati

In his second study, McCann extends his analgsiweénty-five different
denominations, which, conveniently, had been ratesociologist Dean Kelly on a
“strictness gradient” utilizing the criteria of dipline, conformity, absolutism,
commitment, fanaticism, and missionary zeal (K&By2). McCann proceeds to
compare three ten-year periods, (1955-1964) cledsdfs low threat, (1965-1974)
classified as high threat, and (1975-1984), clessis low threat, on their effects on
conversion rates for more strict and less stricbda@nations. McCann finds that the strict
denominations exhibit their highest membership gainlowest membership losses
during the period of high threat (1965-1974) wiiie less strict denominations exhibit
their highest membership gains or lowest membelsisges in the periods of low threat.
This analysis draws even further attention to tie of perceived social and political
threats, over and against mere economic threatgligious participation and CREDs, as

economic threat did not distinguish these threeodsrin American history.
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Besides the quantitative studies above, numertbu®graphers and historians
also testify in their own work to the power of thtening environments to cause great
numbers of people to participate in resource-piagdeligious communities.

Numerous scholars, for instance, have documehtethrtportance of religious
groups in the material, social, and spiritual veding of African Americans. From
clandestine meetings among slaves in “hush harboutse ante-bellum American
South (Moore 1991) to the numerous congregatiorisngaip the contemporary Black
Church (McRae et al. 1998; Patillo-McCoy 1998)igieus coalitions have served to
provide material and psychological resources faicah Americans in the midst of a
challenging and often brutally hostile environmeRgychologist Kenneth Pargament,
citing this and other evidence of the relative imaoce of religiosity in the lives of those
in less powerful positions in society, suggests ple@ple “turn to religion” through
prayer and social communion in threatening situatito the extent that religious
communities constitute their only means of attagrsnch resources (1997).

Further, historian and religious studies schota@tip Jenkins has assembled
evidence documenting the rapid spread of more ceatsee strains of Christianity
throughout what he and others label the “GlobaltSoof Latin America, Africa, and
Asia (2002). Jenkins discusses how, as traditifomads of community have broken
down and colonial administrations have given wagften unstable national
governments over the course of the twentieth cgntamservative Christianity and Islam
have flourished as ideological bases for cohesiweperative social networks. Jenkins’
account of the ferocious growth of these religioasimunities in highly insecure

environments accords with the findings of both slmgjist Bryan Roberts in Latin
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America (1968) and social anthropologist Richardk&&in the Great Lakes Region of
Central Africa (2008).

Bryan Roberts, from his ethnography and surveys/anlow-income
neighbourhoods in Guatemala City in the 1960’syasgor the crucial role of Protestant
sects in providing much needed social networkssaipgbort to recent urban migrants
(1968). Roberts notes that Catholic Church, theidant faith throughout Latin
America, lacked the priests and resources to adelguessist recently-arrived migrants
with social insurance and employment, as Cathotiégis Guatemala City was more of a
“loose identity” than a cohesive community of mdtolligation. The only available
option for many of these individuals, Roberts nptess a Protestant sect, normally a
small congregation that gave the individual botdirect material benefits of being in a
social network and also the Protestant messageboiesy and personal responsibility
that, if heeded, would allow them to succeed, taesextent, in their new environment.

The growth of relatively small religious secthmallenging, insecure
environments is certainly not limited to Latin Anga, as Richard Vokes work on the
Mission for the Restoration of the Ten Commandmehtod (MRTC) movement in
Uganda clearly shows (2008). Vokes, in his inggdion of the context of the Kanungu
fire of 2000, which killed more than five-hundreelgple at the MRTC headquarters,
argues for the causal connection between the etistlg insecure environment in
Uganda, and the growth of the MRTC.

Vokes argues that to understand the reason fdfahengu fire, one must reach
back before Catholic missionization to a numbeseufretive networks devoted to the

fertility goddess Nyabingi. In these networks,ividuals suffering from infertility and
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other problems would be forced to borrow substargsources from friends and
neighbours in order to pay a Nyabingi medium tacgidhe goddess for help. Such
networks created bonds of obligation between bogrevand lenders, but also served as
social insurance networks, as the Nyabingi mediumthe event of a famine or natural
disaster, would redistribute the wealth generateauigh such payments to those most in
need. Participating in a Nyabingi network, theasvan important way of obtaining
social insurance.

After Catholic missionization in the 1920’'s, Vokedates, the name Nyabingi
was rarely spoken. Yet, the networks of exchangeimsurance remained, with the
Virgin Mary serving as the fertility goddess and thcal Catholic priests and
missionaries serving as the mediums. This sitoatias a boon to security in the area, as
the missionaries had access to resources beyose ¢fiven by propitiators of the Virgin
through their connections with the larger Cath@lurch and, consequently, could
disburse significant resources in times of hardsimigh social upheaval, such as the period
of state collapse between the 1960’s and 1980's.

Yet, in the 1980’s and 1990’s, foreign priests eegburces became scarce and
priests from local communities in Uganda, with méeler resources, took their place.
Subsequently, large numbers of people began to ageia participate in secretive social
networks apart from the Catholic Church, including MRTC, whose medium, Credonia
Mwerinde, professed to have access to the VirginyMad her abilities to alleviate
infertility and social stress and whose leadergihgolged to redistribute the exorbitant
joining fees to those most in need in a time disri The explosive re-growth of such

secretive networks, Vokes argues, is clearly attable to the devastating AIDS
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epidemic in Africa in the 1990’s, which continuegiose a massive threat to survival.
Given the general lack of social services in Ugaanth the withdrawal of substantial
foreign resources from the local Catholic churcinesny individuals had little choice but
to turn to such groups for purposes of social iasce.

All of the above cases, from patrticipation in coomal Koran readings in
Indonesia, to increased participation in more t&riand more cohesive Christian
denominations in the United States, to the atwaabf cohesive Christian communities in
Guatemala and Uganda, support the conclusion fisteatially insecure environments,
besides causing increased commitment to ingroug$heair ideologies, also encourage
more extrinsically-oriented participation in rebgis coalitions for the purposes of
attaining material and social support.

Participating in a groups’ activities, includinituals and resource distribution,
constitutes a CRED towards the beliefs of the gffuponsequently, the implication of
the above evidence is that threatening, existéntialcertain environments can also work
to maintain high levels of theism in a society Iog@uraging vulnerable individuals to

participate in resource-providing religious groups.

Threat and Performance of “Superstitious Actions”

The Military Association of Atheists and Freethirkea non-profit group in the United

States that helps non-theistic military personred#vork with each other and local

% performing CREDs towards a particular beliefhivsld be noted, does not conclusively prove,
academically or otherwise, that an individual triblds that belief. Henrich’s account of the rofe
CREDs is not that they are perfect indicators efgierformer’s psychology but that human beings lave
tendency to believe the statements of individuakhé extent that they perform CREDs towards those
statements. Participating in a religious groupstitutes a CRED towards the ideology of that group,
though further displays such as emotional statesngintommitment during participation would certginl
serve as a more powerful CRED.
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organizations and also provides information abeuatigr counselling and other services,
frequently refers to its membership as “atheistoxioles.” This self-reference is used
specifically to counteract the widely held aphori¢here are no atheists in foxholes.”
The Military Association of Atheists and Freethen& is surely correct to point
out that the aphorism is not always accurate. dheg indeed a significant number of
non-theists and strong atheists in the Americaitany, and likely many more in the
militaries of European nations. At the Americaméist Conference in Minneapolis in
2008, as a case in point, those military persommattendance were asked to stand and
were given a round of applause by the well over &®&ndees. Yet, while the strong
claim that human beings necessarily believe in sempernatural agency when
confronted with life-threatening circumstancesleady false, the claim that threatening
circumstances increase the likelihood that an iddisi will engage in religious or
superstitious actions such as prayer, is well stipgdoy the personal experiences of non-
theists and theists alike, large scale surveyspatitllaboratory and naturalistic studf@s.
In several of my interviews with theists and nbeists alike, individuals recalled
the role of upsetting and threatening situationsrnoouraging prayer and other religious
actions by their parents. A 35 year old self-itfeed agnostic from New York, for
example, stated that while he and his mother agiadhon-denominational Christian
church with some frequency during his adolescetias, would always attend when his

mother was experiencing a specific stressor suchoagng house or having a close

% Such actions constitute CREDs towards supernaageatt beliefs in that they would not normally be
performed if the performer did not hold the undiedybelief. Rather than spend all of their timel an
energy on directly dealing with the threateningaiiton, performers of religious actions such ayerare
demonstrating their belief by taking time and egdmpray to some supernatural agency. For anrebse
such actions suggest that the performers of suitnadelieve there to be some value in those retémd,
by implication, there to be some supernatural agermse response makes those displays worth while.
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relative in the hospital. On these occasions,died) she would become much more
emotional during the praise-and-worship periodghefservice, nearly always raising her
hands and weeping.

Anne, a 22 year old self-identified Christian fréissouri discussed her
mother’s similar responses to stressors, thougmetesl that such displays were not
limited to church services. She reported thathether frequently shared threatening
situations concerning her possible unemploymeihieaith problems while they were in
the family car and that, upon reaching a destinatier mother, usually in tears, would
ask her daughter to take her hand and pray witlalheut the situation. When | asked
Anne how those prayer sessions made her feel &lgoumother, she replied that, besides
feeling empathy and love for her, she could nop leit be impressed by her faith in
God.

In addition to these personal accounts of the gbtéreatening stimuli in
encouraging prayer, large scale surveys also stfgoconnection. Within days of the
September M attacks in the United States in 2001, Mark Shuatercolleagues
conducted a nation-wide telephone survey usingaandigit-dialling and obtained full
responses from well over 500 individuals regardirejr reactions to the stress created by
the attacks. After asking participants several iffetiquestions from a post-traumatic
stress disorder checklist (Asmundsen et al. 2QD0yder to establish the degree of stress
engendered by the attacks, Shuster and his cobbsaagked participants the extent to
which they had been engaging in a variety of copi@igaviours such as “talking with
someone about your thoughts and feelings,” “pauditthg in a public or group activity in

recognition of what happened,” and “turning to @nayeligion, or spiritual feelings.” In
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total, 92% of respondents replied that they hadetdito prayer, religion, or spiritual
feelings to at least some extent, with 75% replyhrag they had turned to it to a medium
or high extent. Moreover, those individuals thetibited more severe stress reactions,
as measured by the earlier questions from thetpmstratic stress disorder checklist,
were significantly more likely to turn to prayerdareligion to at least a medium extent
(84% vs. 69%, p <.001). The implication of thdséa is that the threatening events of
September 11, 2001 resulted in a large proporticgheoUS population “turning to prayer
and religion.” Any individuals in homes and workpés with those affected by events of
September T would, then, have their exposure to CREDs of sugteral agent beliefs
increased.

Better controlled laboratory studies also supgwtconnection between
threatening stimuli and the increased likelihoog@fying among American participants,
as can be seen in the review of such literatupsychologist of religion Kenneth
Pargament’§ he Psychology of Religion and Copifi®97). In 1947, for example,
psychologist A.T. Welford presented different greuh Protestant university students
with vignettes concerning a variety of pleasant anpleasant situations, including
getting a serious illness, losing a job, takingiaurely walk in the woods. Participants
ranked these vignettes according to the degredichvihey “stirred their emotions,” lie
beyond their ability with which to cope, and malderh want to pray. Those scenarios
rated as very arousing and/or frustrating wererblessociated with an increased
likelihood that the participant would pray as go@sse to scenario. One participant
during the post-experiment debriefing stated “tittgat are ordinary require less praying

than situations when emergencies arise,” whiletsratonfessed that he “would feel
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most like praying at the hour of death becausdi¢we that only prayer can carry you
through such a time” (Pargament 1997, 140).

Decades later, psychologists Jeffrey Bjorck angdreace Cohen specifically
identified threatening scenarios as more likelgdase individuals to engage in prayer
than merely arousing or even personally challengirmstances (1993). Participants
were significantly more likely to say that they vidpray in response to situations of
threat, such as getting caught in a storm at stbeouti a life-jacket, and loss, such as
getting laid off from a job, than when they weregented with a personally challenging
but not necessarily threatening scenario, suctagst) an opportunity for a scholarship.

Prayer is not the only religious action one ma&get response to a threatening
scenario. Anthropologist Richard Sosis, in anmapteto further Malinowski’s work on
the use of fishing magic in the Trobriand Islanti84@8) and other work on superstition in
baseball (Gmelch 1973; Burger and Lynn 2005) hatendp with what Burger and Lynn
refer to as the “uncertainty hypothesis” (supamii behaviours increase when people
believe outcomes are determined by uncontrollairiesk), examined whether or not the
threatening and uncertain situation created bys#wond Palestinian Intifada caused
Israeli women to increase their frequency of psauitation (Sosis 2007f. Sosis
coordinated interviews with 367 women in the tov afat concerning their
behavioural responses to the Second Intifada.

Sosis found two strands of evidence supportingtiien that the threatening

situation created by the Intifada caused an iner@athe performance of psalm

% Many Israeli women regularly recite Psalms as phtheir religious practices, though it is not rdated
by Jewish law. According to Sosis’ interview dd&xaeli women view psalm recitation as one oftte
actions to take in order to improweatzav or “situation” and, specifically, to protect onddeom a
terrorist attack (Sosis 2008). The other actiemsmed most helpful ateztit, a fringed garment worn
exclusively by men, and carrying the picture obdylperson.
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recitation. Among the self-described religiouemtewees, 83% reported an increase in
their psalm recitation since the beginning of thifada, while, notably, 35.7% of self-
described secular interviewees also reported arase. Moreover, among the secular
interviewees, whether or not an individual increbfeir psalm recitation depended
significantly on whether that individual knew somedkilled in the Intifada, experienced
a drop in income, or believed that Tzfat was saobet attacked (Sosis 2008). From this
evidence, Sosis concludes that conditions of tifeatening stress” may elicit evolved
motivations to turn toward culturally-learned ritsi&n order to gain some sense of
control in uncertain situatior?$.

If these culturally-learned rituals are observgathers, then they constitute
CREDs for the performers’ beliefs regarding thesenice and efficacy of supernatural
agency. Inthe case of psalm recitation, for eXanfposis notes that psalm recitation is
in most cases a private ritual, minimizing its @pito serve as a CRED. Yet, during the
Intifada, large groups of women in Tzfat organizedrder to ensure that the Book of
Psalms would be recited daily in its entirety. ®oohthe assigned psalm recitations
were performed by individuals while some were parnfed in communal gatherings,
which would constitute CREDs for the women’s balief God and the power of the
psalms.

The evidence above presents a strong case foolthef threatening, existentially
insecure environments in increasing commitmenhg¢pdups and their ideologies

(including supernatural agent beliefs), participatin religious coalitions, and the

67 with this statement, Sosis is in agreement wighwiork of Hogg and van den Bos in that Sosis sees a
motivation to avoid uncertainty, rather than exisitd anxiety about death or an evolved coalitional
psychology, as the crucial mechanism driving sustelviour. Regardless of the postulated mechanism,
however, the empirical fact of increased commitmergroup ideologies and performance of group-
sanctioned ritual procedures increases in thedatiee threatening stimuli.
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performance of prayer and other “superstitiousicas. This evidence has come from
ethnographies such as those of Bryan Roberts ineGizda and Richard Vokes in
Uganda, as well as large-scale surveys of U.Setis in the wake of the Septembef 11
attacks and Israeli women in response to the consteess of the Second Palestinian
Intifada, and laboratory studies of a host of redeers concerned with terror-

management, coalitional psychology, personal cgrdral uncertainty.

Implications for CREDs and Theism/Non-theism

Crucially for a discussion of non-theism and croational differences in religious
behaviour and belief, all of the effects of threentioned above, increased commitment
to ingroup ideologies, increased participationdhgious coalitions, and increased
performance of prayer and other superstitious asfioonstitute an increase in CREDs of
supernatural agent beliefs. The more committed®tean ideology, including
religious ideologies involving supernatural agettie, more likely one is to reveal that
commitment through one’s actions and expressioos) being more likely to defend
one’s religious beliefs from verbal attack to extiiigg more emotion during religious
services. The more one participates in a religamadition, the more one is obliged to
participate in cooperative group activities, irtibas, and payments. The more one prays
or recites religious verbal formulas, the more mn@emonstrating to any observers the
level of commitment one has to the beliefs undadyhem.

But what happens when environments become lesatédming and more
existentially secure? My argument is not that ofrié and Inglehart, who argue that

individuals hold religious beliefs such as superratagent beliefs mostly because they
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find them comforting in the midst of their insecer@vironments. | suggested in a
previous chapter that this view of religion andgsyogy is mistaken in that numerous
sets of supernatural beliefs and worldviews arg wen-comforting and that there is
little to no evidence for the claim that human Igsitelieve things to be the case to the
extent that they find the prospect of their bemg tcomforting, enlightening, or

uplifting. Rather than immediately connect religsdbelief with insecure environments
via a psychological mechanism of wishful thinkihgm suggesting that existentially
secure environments lower commitment to ingrouplmgies such as religious beliefs,
lower the amount of people joining and participgtinm religious coalitions for extrinsic
reasons, and lower the number of performancesayeprand other “superstitious”
actions. In other words, existentially secure,-tfmeatening environments work to lower
the amount of CREDs of supernatural agent beli€gnsequently, over the span of one
to two generations, existentially secure environtsieee a dramatic increase in its

proportion of non-theists.

The United States, Denmark, and Normative Threat

The above account concerning threats, their eflattSREDs, and the role of CREDs in
determining whether or not an individual comeseébdve in the existence of
supernatural agents can better account for thepdathiced by both large scale social
surveys, such as Norris and Inglehart’s and Gill Bundsgaarde’s, as well as more
detailed international fieldwork, such as Zuckerrmamd my own.

First, the above account does not suffer fromatiitbropological and

psychological difficulties present in the existiexplanations for the sociological data,
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such as Norris and Inglehart’s explanation thappeexhibit more religious belief and
practice in insecure, threatening environments dee# is comforting and reassuring.
Again, a survey of the anthropology of religionlwdveal a host of religious traditions
and cultures with frightening, unpredictable, velasupernatural agents and forces
thriving in insecure, threatening environmentsmigirly, a survey of cognitive
psychology will reveal little to no evidence foetassumption underlying the comfort
hypothesis that human beings find comforting regméstions significantly more
believable than non-comforting representationsco8d, as | will argue below, the
addition of the category of normative threat, asioed by Stenner, to the catalogue of
threatening stimuli encouraging higher levels group commitment can help better
explain the long-standing and puzzling differeneeateen the United States and
Scandinavian welfare states, such as Denmarkyétsl®f religious belief and practice.
Norris and Inglehart make a convincing case lthatls of existential security at a
national level help to determine the degree ofelis belief and practice in a country,
thus helping explain why very insecure parts ofwloeld, such as Sub-Saharan Africa,
exhibit such high levels of religious belief anégiice compared to Europe. Yet, Norris
and Inglehart also argue, by referencing the higgree of economic inequality and
relative lack of welfare spending in the Unitedt&sathat such economic factors can also
explain the difference in religious intensity betm European welfare states and the
United States. This case is not as convincingyhake the US does indeed exhibit a
higher GINI coefficient than most European coustaad does indeed spend a lower
portion of its GDP on social welfare, the Uniteat8s is still a very wealthy country with

much higher levels of existential security than gnaations in Sub-Saharan Africa,
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South America, and Southeast Asia. It is muchezlésthe European welfare states in
its national level of existential security tharsito Zimbabwe. Yet, according to
historians of religion such as Catherine Alband$98) as well as large scale surveys
such as the World Values Surveys (Norris and IregteP004), its level of religious belief
and practice more closely match those of nationsvsiy significant existential
insecurity in Africa and the Middle East.

Clearly, other factors besides existential seguat least as measured by the
economic factors employed by Norris and Inglehad &ill and Lundsgaarde, are
involved in determining levels of religious beleid practice. | will argue below that by
considering normative threats, which necessardgseus to the consideration of the
particular histories, socio-cultural structures afehtities present in the countries under
examination, we can help solve this puzzle.

That there are differences between the Scandinavedfare states, including
Denmark, and the United States in terms of thetexisl security of their respective
citizens seems clear. As measured by the Cemtellijence Agency’s GINI index of
economic inequality, for instance, Denmark and Saduave the most economically
equal citizens in the world. The United States, mddle, lies far down the list at 94,
between the Ivory Coast and Uruguay (CIA World Baok), implying that a large
number of American citizens do not access the grveatth present in the United States.

The differences exist far beyond the statisticsyéver, as can be seen in the
survey responses and conversations of hundredslisiduals from both the United
States and Europe. | asked many of my surveyggaatits, for example, how vulnerable

they would feel, both for themselves and for tlohitdren, if they lost their job and other
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sources of income as well as why they would fead thay. A non-theist from
Mississippi, stressed that she would be very valpbler as she would have to rely on her
family for support. Given the fact that they hangg “gotten along” for some time, she
said that she would be quite anxious about thatsiio. Another young woman from the
United States responded: “| have NO ONE. My par@rdre highly abusive. | have no
siblings. No spouse. | have no one. If | lostjoty, I'd probably end up in a shelter.”
Another American man in his 30’s expressed botlvhiserability and his displeasure
with the American system: “The United States la&emh a more or less ‘fuck you and
die’ approach to providing for its citizens. Howitisve don't look at healthcare as a
right? Other industrialized nations do... | am likany millions of Americans -deep in
debt & only one paycheck away from total disasBard bless the USA!” Though many
American respondents were comfortable relying @ir ttamilies or their own ingenuity
to deal with such a crisis, such expressions afemalbility and indignation were by no
means uncommon.

The contrast between American responses to tlestiqun and Danish and
Swedish responses was stark. In many conversamhgterviews, any real
vulnerability was quickly dismissed, as if it wasidiculous possibility. “We don't let
things like that happen here,” one Danish man ipgbbagen said after listening to my
description of the hardships faced by many Amesdarplaces such as East St. Louis,
lllinois, near which | lived while growing up andwle conducting fieldwork. In
response to the survey questions regarding vuliigyathe answers were often short

and too the point. “Government” replied one Sweedi®man. “We have a strong social
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welfare system here. | would not be worried” resgexrd a young man from Helsinggr,
Denmark.

A similar discrepancy made itself apparent regaydiiealth care in the US and
Denmark, as | heard from several American famiiesng my fieldwork about their
troubles with insurance premium payments, which d@te up substantially as their
employers or former employers cut benefits to wgle order to trim costs. While
several of these families were well-off enough mdydave to scale back vacations and
future luxury purchases because of this developnaeietw others were facing a much
tougher choice between groceries and health insaraAfter hearing these stories in the
US, I travelled to the United Kingdom and Denmavkgere | heard personal stories about
the security provided by national health care adedulous questions from UK
residents and Danes who had seen Michael MootgaisSiicko(2007), which contrasts
the healthcare policies of the United States withsé of other countries including the
UK, France, and Cuba.

Yet, despite these very real differences in exigal security, it is at least an
exaggeration to suggest that the United States olosely resembles Zimbabwe and
Namibia than it does Denmark and Sweden on theogsimnmeasures of existential
security employed by Norris and Inglehart. ThetBahiStates score on the UN Human
Development Index, for example, which includes agerlife expectancy, literacy rate,
educational attainment, and per capita GDP, ranmiang the highest in the world (Norris
and Inglehart 2004). Further, despite large nusibéfinancially insecure individuals
and families in the United States, deaths fromvatasn or thirst are very rare in

comparison to nations such as Somalia and Rwartterewefugees often face both.
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Given that the US is closer in matters of exis&security to Scandinavian
welfare states such as Denmark and Sweden thatoinations such as Afghanistan and
Somalia, it still remains puzzling as to why theitdd States remains closer to Zimbabwe
and Angola than to Denmark and Sweden in leveislaious belief and practice.

This puzzle can be partially solved, | argue, & @pand “existential security” to
designate threats beyond those of immediate pHy®icaival to include those threats
labelled “normative” by Stennéf. Again, for Stenner, “normative threats” are paree
threats to the “oneness or sameness” of a pantimeéatity group, which, in modern
pluralistic societies, she argues, are constitatedtly by views of “common authority”
and “shared values.” If the normative order of@ug is threatened through failed
leadership, diversity of opinions on proper behaxjor the growing power of perceived
outgroups, Stenner’s work shows, we see “grouflishaviours,” those behaviours
seeking to uphold the “normative order,” which wibalso constitute CREDs towards

the specific ideologies of that normative ordecréase (Stenner 200%).

® |t is true that Norris and Inglehart, in their irig of existential insecurity, refer to societal well as
physical and personal risks. Yet, their measufexistential insecurity involve development, papita
GDP, economic inequality, education, healthcard,|d@a expectancy. Perceived threats to a “waljfet
or a particular identity, whether through sociahighe or large scale immigration, are not includ€dus,
normative threats are not included in the measemgdoyed by Norris and Inglehart (2004, 62-63).

69 While Stenner does not devote extensive spaoattiming the concepts of “normative order” and,
therefore, “normative threat” in great detail, ttecepts are by no means new in the social sciences
Durkheim’s account of religion, for instance, argtieat religious beliefs are the result of indivattu
attempting to grasp the normative order, thatis,det of behavioural and cognitive norms of aadoci
group, in which they find themselves placed (191pre recently, Charles Taylor (2004, 2007) haus
the term “social imaginary” to label the mentalnegentations individuals hold of the society in ethihey
live, not just its name but the type of person vgha proper member, the norms which should govern
individual behaviour, and what the society is fehether it be the flourishing of a particular degogroup,
the glorifying of a particular supernatural agemtadvancing human happiness and freedom.

The origins and importance of such normative ardi@ve been outlined by evolutionary
anthropologists Peter Richerson and Robert Boy@gPORicherson and Boyd argue that the cumulative
and rapid cultural adaptations human beings tylyicivelop to different environments lead to the
existence of symbolically marked groups, that isugs with particular signs of ingroup membershiphs
as a particular ethnic appearance, styles of @redspeech, and ingroup ideologies and behavioural
norms, in other words, “normative orders” (200%hese signs allow individuals to identify in-group
members for the purposes of both selective imitafés local populations are good sources of inftiona
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By examining the histories of the United Stated Benmark in terms of how
their respective national identities and “normativders” were constructed, the role of
religious beliefs and practices in those identjteexl the levels of perceived threat to
those identities engendered by particular eventisémations’ respective histories, we
come to see that American identity has consistentijided religious beliefs and that the
United States has consistently experienced sigmfinormative threats and, conversely,
we come to see that Danish identity no longer ithetureligious beliefs and that Denmark
has, since the fcentury, experienced low levels of normative thre@iven the role
that normative threats play in increasing ingroapmitment and, in the event that one’s
ingroup exhibits a normative order involving thestence of supernatural agency,
CREDs of supernatural agent beliefs, such a difiggen levels of normative threat can
better explain why the United States exhibits suigh levels of religiosity while

Denmark and Sweden do not.

about how to exploit a local environment) and d@lednteraction (as greater benefits can be gained
interacting with others who share the same modauents, exchange practices, and notions of proper
interpersonal interaction). Richerson and Boydiarthat these markers arose not in order to athgnoup
altruists to recognize other altruists, as thisitkeces to problem that many such markers aretedaje.
Rather, they argue that such markers show thatdividual is a member of a group ‘that shares
cooperative norms that are enforced by moralistiighment;” “wearing the badge of a community whose
altruism is protected by moral rules and moraliptinishment supplements cheap talk with a big stick
(2005, 213).

Given the account of Richerson and Boyd, we carerakearly see why the stimuli Stenner labels
as “normative threats,” such as “common authomtyt] “shared values” are, in fact, so threatenifg.
interpersonal interaction and trust is to somereéxdependent upon the existence of reliable sigals t
others are members of the same ingroup, behavetwding to the same norms, and subject to the same
moralistic punishments for transgressions, theicatdrs that others in the group, especially thinse
positions of authority, may hold different normshave some allegiance to a perceived outgroup are
perceived as threatening, as they call into questie basis of the mutual trust necessary for pretesonal
exchange and collective action.
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A) The United States

The settlement of the Americas, and the land tioatldvlater become the United States,
was by no means the work of immigrants from a gimgition or religious group. In
1744, for instance, decades before the foundirigeoAmerican nation, Swedish botanist
Peter Kalm, on a naturalist expedition to North Aiceg reported his encounters with “a
very mixed company of different nations and religdin his travels through
Pennsylvania. Besides Scots, English, Dutch, Gesirend Irish, he reported, “there
were Roman Catholics, Presbyterians, Quakers, Metts) Seventh Day men,
Moravians, Anabaptists, and one Jew” (quoted irr&wpr1995, 61).

The process by which individuals identified thelmes as Americans, rather than
members of particular religious or ethnic groupaswand still remains complicated and
contested. Yet, most historians identify a “maeam” American identity, a “normative
order” that develops over the course of thB a8d 19 centuries and persists in
diminished form even into the 21hat is white, Christian (more specifically Prageg),
and capitalist (Albanese 1998; Garraty 1995; Bed#ital. 1985; Edgell et al. 2006).
Once this American identity is in place, threat# ttan come from new immigrants who
were not raised as “Americans,” from non-white€l{iding both African Americans and
Native Americans), from non-Christians and even-Rootestants, from those with a
very different view of what America should be, s@shcommunists. All such threats to
the “normative order” of the nation, based on Segisrwork and the observations of
many historians, work to increase ingroup commititeriAmerica” among those

holding to this identity.
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Crucially for my purposes in this thesis, belrefi supernatural agent, “God” has
been and remains an important part of Americantityein the minds of most
Americans. The implication is that threats to leemative order of the United States
increase commitment to its ingroup ideology, inahgoa belief in the existence of God.

Historian of American religion, Catherine Alban€$898), as well as sociologist
of religion Robert Bellah (1985), outline how thenalism of early America produced a
“common core” of American identity with a strondigeous component. As Bellah
notes, the identities of “Christian” and “citizewere very closely linked in colonial New
England, and the local Protestant minister wagedelsy everyone in the town, not just
those attending his particular church (1985). Phatestant tradition so prevalent in New
England became tied to a larger national identityamly through its superior number of
adherents, but also because of the fact that tizems of this region worked to create the
media, especially school textbooks, that gave oAmeerican citizens their view of the
young nation (Albanese 1998). The effectivenedhisfcoupling of Protestant ideas and
practices with American identity can be seen byrilmmber of other religious groups
within the United States changing to more closegemble this Protestant cdfe.

Further, as Albanese and others relate, theolbigieas and religious rules
specific to individual communities, as well as qogential divisive theological
pronouncements, were continually deemphasizedeasailntry expanded and the

frontier was settled and, gradually, churched (Eiakd Stark 2005). Such simplification

"0 Reform Jews, for instance, moved their SabbaSutaday and changed their services to more closely
imitate Protestant services in the lat& t@ntury. Similarly, Japenese Buddhists withinlimited States
began to speak of “churches” and “bishops” and istituted Sunday services. Moreover, African
Americans who reached the middle class often mbwéategrated churches or African American churches
that more closely resembled the churches of whitéeBtants in style (Albanese 397).
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to a common set of representations was necesserargues, in order to include the
most people in growing frontier communities whodwegkto be united but who came
from, or were the children of individuals who cafram, a variety of countries and
religious denominations.

This connection between Christianity, though nrexently “religion” and
“God,” and American identity has continued throughthe 28' century, as evidenced in
numerous surveys, interview projects, and natiemahts. When Robert Bellah and his
colleagues set out to examine the roles of indalidm and commitment in American
life in the late 1970’s and early 1980's, for ingta, they did not ask many questions
directly about religion. Yet, they found that teest majority of those with whom they
spoke would insert religion into their answers dhmoper citizenship and how to live a
moral life (1985). Further, when outspoken athiiatialyn Murray O’Hair won her
Supreme Court case in 1963, which ended the dgalgtise of prayer in American
schools, she was harassed by many in her neighbedith Baltimore, who painted
“Communist” in large red letters across the allgyhbr house, vandalized her home and
car. Indeed, she became the “most hated womamierida” (Le Beau 2003). Itis the
label “communist” that is key in identifying thigsation as an example of religious
belief serving as a marker of American identitydasng the Cold War, being labelled as
a communist was to be labelled a traitor to Amerirathe eyes of many, being an
atheist in America in the 1960’s was tantamouritéason.

In a more recent national survey by a team ofadogists from the University of
Minnesota, Americans still show a strong identtiiea with religious belief, though now

the particular type of religion, whether CatholikrGtianity, or even non-Christian
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religions such as Judaism and Islam, is less immpb(Edgell et al. 2006). Atheists, for
example, were selected as the “least likely toeshay vision of American society” more
often than any other minority, including Muslimshieh in a post 9-11 America, is quite
significant. Similarly, a 2007 Gallup poll revedlthat most Americans ranked atheists
last out of ten minority categories, including haexuals, blacks, and Mormons, when
asked the question “If your party nominated a galhewell-qualified person for
president who happened to be (X), would you voteHat person” (Cited in Edgell et al.
2006).

Given the importance of belief in the Judaeo-GiamsGod in the normative order
of the United States, threats to that normativeo(dhich for many also includes white
ethnicity and capitalism) should buoy commitmenthiat belief and, consequently,
CREDs towards that belief. A quick survey of th&tdry of the United States will reveal
that the country, largely because of its statusnaisnmigrant, pluralistic nation and its
drive to be a major player in world affairs, hapemenced an abundance of threats to its
normative order, from ethnic diversity to the divis between northern and southern
states over slavery, to the growing numbers, freej@nd prominence of African
Americans, to domestic and foreign communists weoavthought by many to be
attempting to bring an end to the American wayjifef |

While the “mainstream” American identity was ceshby the discourse and
activity of white Protestants who took on the lal#gherican,” they were never alone in
the United States. Even prior to the American Réian, national pluralism and
prejudice was widespread. In New York City in i¥0’s, for example, an English

resident complained that “Our chiefest unhappitess is too great a mixture of nations,
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and English the least part” (quoted in Garraty 1985. Similarly, Benjamin Franklin
wrote that he found the Germans of Pennsylvanentukh to a fault.”

After the American Revolution and the beginnindha Industrial Revolution,
such ethnic differences became even more pronouasdtiousands of immigrants from
many different countries in Europe and Asia camghéoUnited States and these different
groups struggled for jobs and influence in the gngyeities. This is perhaps best
illustrated by the Draft Riots of 1863, when, afftee Union passed the Conscription Act
that required citizens to join the fight againg South unless they paid $300, working
class whites, mostly Irish Catholics, who belietieat freed blacks would compete with
them for jobs, rioted for days and attacked bo#itkd and middle-class Protestants
around the city. Further, throughout thé"Ehd 28 centuries, politicians were forced to
learn that “all politics is local” in that natione&ndidates, when travelling the country for
support, would have to negotiate specific localgions of ethnicity and religion if they
were to have it (Garraty 1995).

Ethnic diversity continues to cause problems ftramal unity in the United
States, as evidenced by the discourse surrounaimggration from Mexico. Many
Americans, both white and black, are concerned thelincrease not only of Mexican
migrant workers taking jobs in the United Stateg,dlso the normative threat posed by
their language and customs. | overheard seveaaliduals from as far apart as Houston
and Chicago angry at the fact that many road asthbss signs in Texas and California
were only in Spanish and worrying about what thaaint for “the future of America.” It

was clear from several of these conversationsttigaiexican immigration was viewed
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as a normative threat to the United States andhimincreased these individuals
commitment to the country and what they saw agritxiples.

Besides this ethnic diversity and tension, theneehalso been distinct regional
disputes within the United States, with the mostdas and costly being that between the
southern and northern states regarding the praatiskvery. As slavery became more
and more crucial to the southern states’ econoamdsanti-slavery moral sentiment
became more and more prominent in the north, thed & “belief diversity,” to use
Stenner’s term, was certainly salient, promptinthisides of the dispute to commit even
further to their respective viewpoints. The CMikr did not end the dispute, however, as
a white southern backlash emerged in responsetmtheased presence of
“carpetbaggers,” northerners who travelled to thetls to participate in its
reconstruction, “scalawags,” southern whites whipdakboth the Northerners and
recently freed blacks in taking power in local goweents. This backlash took its most
notable form in the organizations of the Ku KluxaKkland the Knights of the White
Camellia (Garraty 1995). Such divisions carry mthie present day through labels such
as “yankee” and “hick” and the continued controyerger the display of the flag of the
Confederacy White, Protestant, capitalist Ameriea wot only threatened by its own
various views on slavery, but by the growing popalg freedoms, and social
prominence of African Americans, from slave revott#ffirmative Action. Even
during the slave era, slaveholders, while haviggiteate fears about the resentment and
anger felt towards them by their slaves, greathogerated the possibilities and dangers

of slave revolts. They viewed blacks as bestidllascivious and greatly feared both
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their physical power and the possibility that timeght mate with whites if freed (Garraty
1995).

After the Civil War, even northern whites feltélatened by African Americans,
and often treated them harshly, working to engebtirk militancy and, consequently,
further resentment and mistrust within both comrtiesi Even after the Civil Rights
movement of the 1960’s, which showed a divisiorhimitvhite America between those
seeking to include individuals from other ethnickgrounds in the American identity
and those seeking to defend American identity agevittentity, there still exist deep
racial divisions within America.

Such division can clearly be seen in the metrogolarea of St. Louis, Missouri,
around which | both grew up and conducted the nigjof my American fieldwork. St.
Louis is one of the most segregated cities in thedd States, with whole areas of the
city being almost completely white or black. E&ttLouis, lllinois, just across the
Mississippi River, for example, is nearly 98% A&icAmerican, while Dupo, lllinois, a
small town less than eight miles to the south B 9¥hite (U.S. Census Bureau 2000).
Further, an African American man in New York Cithavwas raised in North St. Louis,
known as a mostly African American area, told ned tie did not remember having any
significant interaction with a white person untd tvas thirteen years old.

There exists significant resentment and fear tdwa&frican Americans by whites
around East Saint Louis, as the city was both prédantly white and prosperous up
until a severe economic crisis in the area in ©@801s, which lowered property values,

allowed many low income African American famili@srhove in, and produced both
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“White flight” and one of the most violent and d&ngus cities in the country
(Neighborhood Scout websit&).

In addition to these national divisions based thmieity and regional conflict,
there has also been a perception by many Amermfasmstrong normative threat from
the economic ideology of communism, which is alegfiently viewed as being
inextricably linked with atheism among Americans.

In the wake of the First World War, prices feldaamemployment soared in the
United States, and the activities of radicals waitthie labour movement resulted in most
Americans associating labour activism with commom{&arraty 1995). Because of the
perceived link between communism and atheism,abethat many of the labour radicals
and anarchists at work in the country were not Acaer citizens, and the longstanding
capitalist element of Protestant American identipanese 1998), communism was
seen by many as intrinsically anti-American. Asaati-American ideology present in
the United States, it consequently constitutedranative threat. The perception of threat
is made clear by the comments of Lewis Wiley, a Newk Times reporter, who said
that communists, anarchists, and labour leaders {j@ning together with the object of

overthrowing the American Government through a 8joevolution and establishing a

" The animosity that many white individuals feel todsAfrican Americans not only reveals the
normative threat to notions of American identitgttinclude whiteness, but also works to further the
economic insecurity of the country by standinghie tvay of more comprehensive social welfare policy.
Throughout my time growing up in the St. Louis ropulitan area, | heard whites strongly reject both
existing and potential social welfare measuregeigrbecause they were thought to allow “welfare
qgueens,” promiscuous African American women whagefto work and prefer to live off of welfare
checks, to continue their free-riding. The propatgl welfare queen that worries so many Amerigans
not only poor and lazy, but African American, poand lazy. The notion of an expanded welfareesyst
threatens many of these white Americans, then,usecthey feel it would unjustly benefit African
Americans at their own expense.
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Bolshevist republic” (quoted in Garraty 1995, 684 ,well as the abundance of ethnic
violence that swept the country.

Decades after this “Red Scare” and after the Skvdorld War had given way to
the Cold War between Western countries, led byJiged States, and the Soviet Union,
Senator Joseph McCarthy expressed the opiniongoymericans in stating “The
reason we find ourselves in a position of impoteisayot because our only powerful
potential enemy has sent men to invade our shbutsather because of the traitorous
actions of those who have been treated so wehiyniation” (Quoted in Garraty 1995,
806). These traitorous actions were thought todsged out by members of the
Communist Party within the United States who, agdictwgy to McCarthy, were “infesting”
the State Department.

This strong anti-communist element of Americamtdg has lessened since the
era of McCarthyism, as the white, Protestant, esipttAmerican identity is gradually
losing its dominance, but it is by no means absengvidenced by the frequent use of the
slogan “Kill a Commie for Christ” during the latenhultuous era of the Vietham War and
the continued use of the word “commie,” in addittorfsocialist,” as an insult in the
2008 Presidential campaign. During a campaigry fal Presidential candidate John
McCain in Pennsylvania, for example, as McCain suigps lined up on a sidewalk
outside the venue with supporters of Barack Obaaradsg with signs on the opposite
side of the street, numerous individuals spokeagainst both Obama and his supporters

as “terrorists,” “European socialists,” “socialgstine,” and “commie faggots” (The

Sidewalk to Nowhere 2008).
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After the post Second World War economic boonttetUnited States, incomes
rose, unemployment fell, and most Americans enjaygarecedented prosperity and
economic security. Yet, despite this, as eviderad®e, those holding to the
longstanding white, Protestant, capitalist normeatwder of America have still faced an
abundance of normative threats, which have resuitettreased Pro-American,
“groupish” behaviour and sentiment among large nenmbf people. Given the fact that
belief in God is an important part of this identisyich normative threats can increase
commitment to belief in God and, consequently,ease the number of CREDs people
perform concerning this belief. Moreover, giver fact that two of the significant
minority categories in the country’s history, immagts and African Americans, also
have usually had supernatural agent beliefs asmpartant element in their group
identities (Albanese 1998; Patillo-McCoy 1998) dnel fact that these groups constantly
face the normative threat of living in a largelyitehcountry and the economic threats of
being much less secure than white Americans, teemaajority of Americans, whatever
their ethnic and religious stance, experienceastlmoderate degrees of normative
threat. Consequently, according to work on authnanism and threat, the vast majority
of Americans should be more strongly committech&rtgroup identities, including their
religious elements, than individuals in countridgeve normative and economic threats
are lower. This increased commitment results i liecreased levels of supernatural
agent beliefs and religious practices among thvea@y holding such beliefs, but also
results in the CREDs that are required if suchelfeland practices are to be transmitted
to future generations. Thus, even with the econ@rosperity of America as a nation,

normative threat and group commitment have remasigadficant and the numbers of
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Americans professing to believe in the existencéad has remained mostly unchanged

(Norris and Inglehart 2004).

B) Denmark
One would be hard-pressed to find a nation moffergifit from the United States in
matters of both normative and economic threat ammark. Rather than needing to
create a common identity for individuals from aajreariety of nations, ethnicities, and
religious denominations, Denmark has possessedghomt much of the 20century a
rare congruence of national and ethnic borderghdR@han having longstanding
animosity between rural and urban sections of tumtry or between capitalists and
labour movements, Denmark developed a ‘collabagalemocracy” between farmers
and workers and, later, labour agreements thatpted enduring conflicts (Jespersen
2004). Further, while particular strands in Darfsbtestantism helped give rise to the
welfare state, which forms the core of contempoEBapish identity, belief in the
supernatural agent God has not been a significamtent of identity in Denmark for
some time. Consequently, when the post-war ecanboom finally reached Denmark
after, ironically, aid arrived from the United Satin the form of the Marshall Plan,
economic prosperity came to mostly homogenous gowgigh few longstanding
conflicts, allowing the welfare state to flourigir the next several decades.
Denmark’s neighbour Sweden has gone through awbatesimilar process,
especially regarding ethnic homogeneity and thariéhing of a social welfare state in
the wake of the Second World War (Kent 2008). Bwdtions, it should be noted, are

beginning to face more significant challenges ithidbe economic and normative
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domains, as the level of social welfare enjoyeth@1960’s-1980’s is no longer
sustainable, significant numbers of immigrants frbimrd World nations have arrived,
and a small minority of Danes and Swedes have tgitad toward more far right,
nationalist ideologies. Still, such developmerdsndt alter the fact that over several
decades in the second half of the twentieth ceneypmark was a mostly homogenous
nation whose citizens enjoyed unprecedented pribgperthe fact that displays of
commitment to ingroup ideologies, including religgobeliefs, plummeted, causing new
generations of Danes to grow up finding God, Jesnd Allah about as likely to exist as
Superman or Mickey Mouse.

Sir James Mellon, who served as the British andzhesto Denmark from 1983-
1986, wrote in his personal account of his timéhecountry that “the Danes are not a
nation...they are a tribe, this is the strength efrtfellowship and the reason that they
have unshakeable trust in each other” (quotedspelsen 2004, 6). For Mellon, the
Danes more closely resemble the Ashanti in Ghahanwhe had visited prior to his time
in Denmark, than they resemble other Europeansaithey show so much concern for
the weaker among them, have a strong desire faermus, show trust in one another,
and demonstrate a great deal of uniformity throwghizeir territory.

Danish historian Knud Jespersen complicates Malloiew by arguing that this
sense of Danish “tribalness,” as well as the homeg present in the country, is a
socio-historical construction, largely created iaftee year 1868, rather than a primordial
given. Yet he acknowledges that there is muclhtiutMellon’s account as it reflects the
experiences of both citizens of and visitors to Dark in the later half of the 30

century.
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It was by a variety of military defeats, for exdmpghat Denmark came to have
such a close congruence between ethnic, linguatid,national borders. The Kingdom
of Denmark was united with both Norway and Swedethé Kalmar Union from 1397-
1523 and, like the other kingdoms of the Union, Vaagely controlled by the powerful
merchants of the Hanseatic League. Upon the diisnlof the Union in the 16
century, the Danish crown ruled over Norway andldsthed a long-standing rivalry
with Sweden. After being pulled into the Napoleowars in the early f8century,
however, Denmark lost much of its strength and feesed to cede Norway to Sweden,
after which Norway declared its independence. Dakrvas now a much smaller
country populated by mostly ethnic and linguisti@n@s. Yet, the nation’s contraction
was not yet over, for as a result of the rise gbwous German nationalism in the mid
19" century, many individuals in what was the southetf of Denmark who identified
themselves as Germans wished to join the new Genaigon community. The result
was the Schleswigian Wars (1848-1850; 1864) andéldeng of much of what was
southern Denmark to Germanic powers. What remaiasda small country with a very
ethnically and linguistically homogenous populatibat constructed its common identity
not only on ethnicity and language, but also oommon conviction that Denmark now
needed to remain modest and neutral in larger vadfédrs (Jespersen 2004).

For the second half of the"1@nd most of the bcenturies, then, Denmark was
a very homogenous country. There was no largejczthy distinct underclass as there
was in the United States after the Civil War aretéhwas very little issue with
individuals from different ethnic backgrounds sgligg against each other to find jobs in

growing cities. The Danish tribe had arrived.
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Besides this ethnic and linguistic homogeneitynmark also has benefited from
a lack of longstanding class conflict and a rekdiivsmooth transition from an agrarian to
an industrial economy. In the late™@&entury, for example, the Danish government
instituted a variety of incentives and punishmehét worked to peacefully change
Denmark’s farming collectives over to the indiviloavnership of their tenants, a
process made easier by the amount of transpareribg igovernment regarding how and
why such incentives and punishments were beingeayegl(Jespersen 2004). In fact,
most Danes were said at the time to “love the nwngt and that nothing even
approaching the upheaval in France at the timeoeaseivable in Denmark.

There did exist some labour unrest at the entiofld’ century, as the newly
formed Social Demaocratic party began to have etatsuccess and backed the Danish
Federation of Trade Unions and while the more rigimg government supported the
Danish Federation of Employers. Strikes and lotkswept the country for close to a
year, but because of a longstanding Danish laweromnag the rights of individuals and
collectives to enter into binding agreements withmalitical interference, the trade union
and the federation of employers reached both aseagent to end the strife and an
understanding that they were the two bodies whiohldvdeal with future problems as
they arose. The result was that subsequent dspeteveen workers and employers were
always resolved through negotiation rather tharflmband the growing Social
Democratic Party, which would dominate Denmarkrfarch of the 28 century, lost its
radicalness and became more reform-minded (Jesp208e!).

The Second World War hit Denmark much less seyénan many other

European countries, and though it did experienoa@unic hardship in the immediate
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wake of the war, the Marshall aid from the Unitedt&s allowed Denmark to recover
and, over the next several decades, flourish ecmadign This prosperity allowed the
largely homogenous, consensus driven country tduie one of the most
comprehensive social welfare policies in the wontdh extensive unemployment
insurance, universal healthcare, pensions, anceffeeation, including graduate school.
Being a part of this welfare society is, accordimdespersen, the “first and foremost”
element of contemporary Danish identity, alonggtiaicity and language.

As opposed to the United States, belief in Godnyrother supernatural agent, is
not a significant element of Danish identity. Tissnade clear not only by widespread
Danish non-theism (43-80% of the population) (Zuokan 2007), but the general lack of
interest in matters of religion for the majorityDénes. It is, as many of sociologist Phil
Zuckerman'’s interviewees and several of my Danisliey participants say, a “non-
issue” (Zuckerman 2008). That is, while most Dastdsremain nominal members of
their national church, as do Swedes, and many Déesge to be confirmed as teenagers
and married in a church as adults, few take nalticmarch membership seriously, most
desire confirmation for the large amount of moneg presents received, and the
majority of couples desire a church wedding forghke of “tradition” and aesthetics
rather than any notion of religious propriety.

Yet, as Jespersen argues, it would be a mistakieworeligion as a whole as
having little to no role in contemporary Danisleldnd identity. For while belief or non-
belief in the existence of God is not an importaatter in identifying oneself as a Dane,

the strong levels of trust that Danes have bottach other and in their government, as
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well as the welfare state itself, have deep raotbe ideas and activities of the Protestant
church and its representatives in Danish history.

As opposed to the United States, where it is amesm that one cannot trust the
government, scandals of various types are comnemephnd one routinely hears
exclamations such as “they’re all crooks” duringhpaign season, Danes have a very
high level of trust in the government to do whatays it will do and to do so efficiently.
This is evidenced not only by many of my convesaiwith Danes during my time
there but also large, international surveys regar@erceptions of government
corruption, the Corruption Perceptions Index, cated by Transparency International.
On a ten point scale, Denmark, Sweden, and NewaAddled for the most trusted, least
corrupt governments in the world with a score 8f @.ransparency International Report
2008)/?

This high degree of trust long predates the coptgary social welfare state in
Denmark, as mentioned above in relation to peopleteptance of vast changes to
agriculture in the late chentury, and has its roots in the role that thei€aChurch
had in local governmental affairs in the centuf@®wing the Reformation. Within
decades of the Reformation, Danish priests weresdndal in local communities as civil
servants and government contacts. They took aeacte in addressing poverty,
education, and sickness and, because of theirgstiem both to the communities in which
they worked and the larger government they reptedethey could alleviate social
problems efficiently and engender a high degreteust between the people they served

in the community and those they served in powesp@esen 2004).

"2 The United States came in eighteenth place wittoae of 7.3, while nearly all developing nations
scored well under 5.0.
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The largest effect of Danish religion on the comperary welfare state however,
comes from the work of one man, Nicolai Frederike3m Grundtvig, (1783-1872).
Grundtvig was a theologian who wrote histories woldmes of Norse legend in his
youth and entered into the public sphere as amdgganember and Member of
Parliament later in life, gathering a large numtieiollowers and strongly affecting the
future of the future Danish nation state. Grurglthampioned a Danish identity based
on Folkelighed a term roughly meaning a mixture of popular deraog, folksiness,
simplicity, and warmth. He also championed the im&¥irst a human—then a
Christian” (quoted in Jespersen 2004, 104). Gunigdealized that creating a nation
characterized bifolkelighedwould require bringing in all of the previouslygiected
groups of Danish society, such as the rural farmets the larger national community.
He worked to accomplish this through the establestinof “Folk High Schools,” which
he called “schools for life” as opposed to the ittadal “schools of death” that catered
only to the Danish elite, around the country. Ttadesl purpose of these schools was to
turn the masses into knowledgeable and resporsiidens in the emerging democratic
Denmark.

Grundtvig’s philosophies and his schools for ifere a massive success
throughout Denmark, bringing the vast majority @rish citizens into national affairs
and providing them with a common ideology. Funthere, his ideas strongly influenced
much of future activism and politics in Denmark{twleaders of the political parties,
such as Frederik Borgbjerk (1866-1936) of the Sda@mocrats (the party chiefly

responsible for the development of the Danish wel&ate) labelling themselves as
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“Grundtvigians” and intellectuals embracing theiootof folkelighed though, notably, in
a secularized version (Jespersen 2004).

The Danish welfare state then, which presentlyeseas a focal point of Danish
national identity, has its roots in the trust o anish populace in local priests
providing for their needs and the vision of a tlog@hn who argued that proper
Christianity involved creating a tight-knit, cohesinational community characterized by
warmth and trust, rather than specific notions &bloel nature of God. In the sense of
origins, then, one might say that contemporary Blaniational identity is religious.
However, my concern in this thesis is with beliefshe existence of supernatural
agency, and it is clear through ethnography, hystand large scale surveys, that such
beliefs are not involved in Danish national idgntd any significant extent.

With the preceding histories of the United Stated Denmark in mind, we can
perhaps better understand the statistically sicpmfi and substantial differences between
the United States and the Scandinavian welfarestatch as Denmark in levels of non-
theism.

Norris and Inglehart are right to point out theerof existential insecurity in the
perpetuation of religious beliefs and behaviousssizch insecurity has been shown to
increase individual commitment to ingroup ideolagi@cluding religions, which
subsequently results in CREDs of supernatural ageiefs and the successful
transmission of such beliefs from one generatiaiméonext. As both they and Gill and
Lundsgaarde show, there exist moderate negativelatons between social welfare

measures and measures of religiosity.
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Yet, the United States ranks much nearer to exislfy secure nations such as
Denmark than it does to existentially insecurearatisuch as Somalia on most of these
measures but much nearer to Somalia than Denmamkeasures of religiosity. It seems
clear that something besides the economic meastiegstential security are involved in
determining levels of religious belief and behavioWith the addition of the category of
normative threats, as outlined by Karen Stennénedist of sources of insecurity and
increased ingroup commitment, however, we are tbtedook beyond per capita GDP
and social welfare expenditure and towards theonatiidentities or normative orders
present in the United States and the much leggaei Scandinavian countries and the
levels of threat to these normative orders in @spective countries.

By looking at the dominant national identitieghese countries and examining
the levels of threat they have experienced, ipagent that the United States has belief
in “God,” however defined, as an important parit®hormative order and that this
normative order has experienced and continuesgerance a substantial amount of
threat from ethnic, regional, religious, and poétisources. Conversely, Denmark’s
national identity does not feature supernaturahtgeliefs and, further, the country has
experienced much lower levels of threat througlitsuhtistory because of its ethnic
homogeneity and the lack of large scale and swedaionflicts between social classes.

When economic prosperity and a certain degreaisfestial security reached the
United States in the post Second World War boourfidihot result in similar levels of
normative security. There still existed a sigraficamount of ethnic heterogeneity in the
country, with most of the ethnic groups, whitestiegdn Americans, and Hispanic

Americans, having belief in God as a central eld@métheir ideological identities.
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There still existed regional resentment betweenubed southern states and the more
urban north in relation to race and religion. Ahdre still existed significant “belief
diversity” regarding America’s role in the worlds avidenced by the counterculture and
the subsequent culture wars. These continued timertareats continued to boost
ingroup commitment to individuals’ respective ingpadentities, the vast majority of
which involved God beliefs. With this continuedwmmitment, CREDs towards such
beliefs continued to be performed by large numbéismericans and religious belief
and practice, though they have declined to an éstane the post-war boom, have
remained much higher than in Europe.

When economic prosperity and existential secueched Denmark and other
welfare states such as Sweden, however, it work@tttease normative security.
Grundtvid’s beloved folkelighed had been broughfrtdtion, as the largely homogenous,
self-trusting country expressed its solidarity thgb its extensive welfare provisions for
all of its citizens. With both economic and norivatsecurity, the Danish people
experienced few of the threats that have been showrtrease ingroup commitment, the
incentive to participate in religious groups forposes of social insurance, and the
performance of religious actions such as prayeavei@that all of these effects result in a
substantial drop in CREDs towards supernatural taggdiefs, it is unsurprising that non-
theism has flourished in Denmark. For a great remolb Danes, witnessing so few
displays of commitment to supernatural agent kelileiring childhood and adolescence
has resulted in their viewing the supernatural egpastulated by the world’s religions

as more fiction than reality.
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Partll. STRONG ATHEISM

The previous chapters have explored the causaioeships between existential security
and the diminishment of commitment to ingroup idgs and between the
diminishment of this commitment and non-theism.t, ¥egnificant numbers of
Westerners in the last three centuries have shosttoag commitment to the proposition
that religious beliefs are both false and immor&they have proclaimed this proposition
in speech and print and, in some cases, joinetlanganizations that have engaged in its
propagation. Indeed, commitment to such a projpwosis what most Westerners refer to
as “atheism,” despite the protests of many selfiified atheists?

It is clear that this “atheism” is a separate gmeenon from the non-theism
explored in the previous chapters. It is both gmesnd not uncommon for an individual
to be non-theistic but to not hold the propositiloat supernatural agent beliefs are both
false and immoral. Many members of more liberbgji@us groups, for instance, still
self-identify as Christians or Muslims while holdidefinitions of God that make them
non-theistic. The key difference between non-theasd what is commonly referred to
as “atheism” is the moral stance against suchfisedied the institutions which propagate
them. In an attempt to avoid further confusiosath terms, | will [abel the view that

religious beliefs are both false and immoral asots atheism.”

3 Many self-identified atheists, as is evident from survey results, internet forums, and personal
discussions, take “atheism” to mean simply the laidselief in the existence of supernatural agent$
actively reject the inclusion of a moral standpeiithin the definition. These differences in défon are
partially responsible for my labeling this lacksafpernatural agent beliefs “non-theism.”

4 My distinction between non-theism and strong afmeis similar to the more traditional separation of
positive and negative atheism (Martin 2007), anglicit and explicit atheism (Smith 1979) in thalt @il
these oppositions involve opposing the mere absefioelief to a belief that supernatural agentsidb
exist. My distinction is unique in that it stresghe normative component that normally accompanies
positive or explicit atheism.
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Below, | will present strong atheism in the Westa ideology composed of the
descriptive claim that supernatural agents do rist @nd two normative claims, the first
being that religious beliefs and groups are immurahat they are oppressive and
divisive and the second being that the proper wdgrim one’s beliefs is to limit oneself
to evidence and theories consistent with contemmp@@ence.

Further, I will argue that strong atheism’s finsirmative claim results from a
combination of specific social and cognitive fastot will use the work of social
psychologist Jonathan Haidt to argue that, ratten thanging simply as social
conditions change, moral sentiments are constrdgexdset of universal moral
intuitions. New moral sentiments are not cre&edihilofrom socio-cultural
arrangements or discourses but are rather a jomgtuction of such arrangements and
discourses with these intuitive foundations. Caqusatly, the changes in moral
sentiments that the West has seen over the lastadeenturies, which has involved a
diminishment of ingroup loyalty and deference argt@awing motivation to prevent harm
and injustice, and which has produced significaiiccsm of religious organizations,
individuals, and practices, can be seen as aislefnphasis from some intuitive moral
foundations to others.

After examining the process by which strong athaigral convictions arise, |
will move on in chapter eight to explore the higtof civil society groups devoted to
strong atheism and/or to building non-theistic camities. While strong atheism was
largely expressed by solitary individuals in thd' t@ntury, it became a movement with a
number of organizations in different countries wilie continued development of radical

politics in the 18 century. Strong atheism in organizational anticaiiform has existed
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ever since, though with some more vibrant periogbaentres of activity. | will argue,
based on both historical records and participaseniation, that while there is a great
deal of diversity of opinion among non-theists altbe merits of strong atheism, there
exists an international pattern in levels of strattgeist activity (as measured by numbers
of members, meetings, discussions, media presandehe vociferousness of discourse).
Further, | will argue that this international pattean partially be explained by variations
in the levels of normative threat that religiousigrs pose to the image of proper society

that philosopher Charles Taylor labels the “systémmutual benefit” (2007).
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Chapter 6. Distinquishing the Ideoloqgy of Strdktbeism

A Lack of Commitment?

The previous chapters linked non-theism to a ldaktrong commitment to ingroup
ideologies by calling attention to the importan€exposure to credibility enhancing
displays in the transmission of supernatural ageheéfs, the common position of
supernatural agent beliefs within ingroup ideolsgend the causal role of existential and
normative threats in increasing commitment to snghoup ideologies. And indeed, one
often finds non-theists exhibiting low levels ohemitment to many ingroup ideologies.

For example, upon meeting people during my stdyenmark, the conversation
normally turned to what | was doing in the countryvould in such moments say that |
was in Denmark in order to study atheism. The mostmon response | received to this
statement was “Atheism? Where are you going tdystiniat?” The implication was that
“atheism” is not a common feature of life in DenkaA representative of one of the few
non-theist civil organizations in Denmark confirntédt the great majority of Danes do
not like to use the word “atheist” to describe tlsetwes and that this is part of the reason
why organizations such as Atheist Meetup-CopenhagedrtheAteistisk Selskabr
“Atheist Company” have a hard time expanding theimbership.

| would normally answer the question about wheras$ going to study atheism
while in Denmark by saying “everywhere,” making thstinction between strong
atheism and non-theism, and mentioning the existatg suggesting that Denmark is one
of the most non-theistic countries in the worldll agreed with this suggestion but still
rejected the term atheist. Though many did nardfieir reasons for this rejection, some

did and the most common reason given was thatsasheunded “too sure of
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themselves.” It was not that these individualsialty granted a significant probability to
the existence of supernatural agents; they seeniggidear that they had no such beliefs
and did not see the existence of such agentsakliaely. Rather, the problematic issue
was, to quote Henrik, a young professional in Chpgen, the “hardline” and
“enthusiastic” aspect of atheism. “I just don'dkoat it as an issue,” Henrik said.
“Atheists want to make it an issue.” What Heniesied to be implying is that he sees
his non-theism as distinct from the position oh&sts,” whom | would call strong
atheists, who make it a point to oppose religicelgebs rather than merely not having
them. Given such testimony and the small membessbfi Danish atheist groups
(explored below), it appears that most non-theisi3enmark do not strongly commit to
their non-theism by opposing the existence of i@tig In fact, many seem to find such
commitment off-putting.

Outside of Denmark, non-theists as a whole, budse¢ embracing strong atheism
and those not embracing strong atheism, also sHawkaf commitment to many
ingroup ideologies, including nationalisms. Of there than 2,500 non-theists who
answered questions regarding political affiliat@mnmy online survey, for example,
under 5% answered that they were affiliated wikirtbountry’s more conservative,
nationalistic parties such as the Republican Rartlge United States, the Conservative
Parties in Canada and the United Kingdom, andmesk Folkepart{Danish People’s
Party) in Denmark. Further, politics was by fag #econd most popular discussion topic
at the atheist and humanist group meetings | atindthe US, UK, and Denmark and it
was always assumed (or already established) thsitimattendance were to the left

politically, especially on social issues. Furttggyernments seen to be overly
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nationalist, such as George W. Bush’s administnatiche United States, were
frequently criticized. Moreover, several individsiattending the meetings of atheist and
rationalist groups in the United States repeatetige a point of blaming many of the
world’s ills on the policies of their own countryg®vernment.

Even among members of the most ardently strongjsatgroups, such as the
national organization American Atheists in the @diStates, commitment to atheism as
a group ideology and identity remains lower thamynather aspects of individual
identity, such as opposition to a particular pcéitiparty. At the national convention of
American Atheists in Minneapolis in 2008, for exdepphe president of the
organization, Ellen Johnson, argued that atheestistt be prepared to not vote in the
2008 presidential election unless one of the catdglmade promises to the “atheist
community,” such as championing the teaching ofgian in public schools, not
attending the national prayer breakfast, and asgtiniat all supreme court nominees
would support the Establishment Clause of the Fisendment. Johnson’s reasoning
was that this action is the only way to get pakiics to pay attention to the significant
voting block of “non-religious” Americans. “Makedm know that they cannot count on
your vote” she said, in an effort to get atheistadt according to their identity as atheists
rather than as Democrats or as anti-Republicans.

The campaign was not successful. Even in the lbadjroom at the convention in
Minneapolis, among members of her own organizaaojble murmuring met such
exhortations. | could clearly hear one middle-agesh nearby say “Yeah, right.” After
the video of her appeal was placed on the intesas®ral websites, including Friendly

Atheist (Mehta 2008) and The Bad Idea Blog (“Ddrndten to Ellen Johnson: Atheists
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Should Vote”), posted short essays critiquing Johissapproach. The Friendly Atheist
post received 66 comments, nearly all of them aggesith the criticism and many
mentioning that the central problem with Johns@pproach was that it would let the
Republicans win and result in a religious consévedieing appointed to the Supreme
Court. For these atheists, the idea of actingttmgeas “atheists” to attempt to get more
respect and concessions from Democratic politicveass not worth the risk of having the
Republicans win the election. Their oppositionhe prospect of another Republican
administration, then, trumped a call for unifiedi@ac under the identity label “atheist.”

While all of the above examples portray non-ttsegst not holding strongly to any
particular ingroup ideology, even their non-theishis is, most assuredly, not the case
for good numbers of those | will call strong atl®isA look at the bestseller lists and
leading media outlets such as the New York Timesy$leek, and The Guardian, as
well as any internet forum dedicated to the disicussf atheism, will reveal the fact that
a great many people exhibit a high level of comraittrto strong atheism and that there
has been a definite increase in strong atheistigctn the last decade, from publishing to
attending meetings to posting online messages ssays.

On the bestseller lists, neuroscientist student Barris’ The End of Faith:
Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reag@004) was one of the first publications of the
movement that has come to be called the “new atiigi@/olf 2006), and it stayed on the
New York Times Bestseller List for 33 weeks. Th@kie central message is a call for a
more “rational” society: “We must find our way adime when faith, without evidence,
disgraces anyone who would claim it. Given thespne state of our world, there appears

to be no other future worth wanting” (Harris 20@8). Harris followedrhe End of Faith
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two years later witl.etter to a Christian Natiof2006) to address responses to and
criticisms ofThe End of Faith It entered the New York Times Bestseller Lishamber
seven upon its release.

Oxford biologist Richard Dawkins, after hostingegevision program in the UK
entitled “The Root of All Evil?,” releasetihe God Delusioim 2006. It is the highest
selling of all of the recent books of the “new astiemovement, selling 1.5 million
copies by 2007. Dawkins writes in the introductadrihe book that its purpose is to
“raise consciousness to the fact that to be ansttisea realistic aspiration, and a brave
and splendid one” and for “religious readers wheroj [to] be atheists when they put it
down” (2006, 1,5).

Journalist Christopher Hitchens followed Dawkilesid in 2007 withGod is Not
Great: How Religion Poisons Everythinghich reached number one on the New York
Times Bestseller List in its third week of release.it, Hitchens makes clear his views
on both the truth and value of religious claim3:hé person who is certain, and who
claims divine warrant for his certainty, belongswo the infancy of our species. It may
be a long farewell, but it has begun and, likdakwells, should not be protracted”
(2007, 11).

These titles are the most well-known and discuss®hg atheist books, both
among self-identified atheists and in the mediatlyey are not alone. Several other
books from the standpoint of strong atheism wese etleased in the same timeframe,
including Richard Carrier'Sense and Goodness Without G2@05), Dan Barker’s
Godlesq2008), David EllersAtheism Advance2007), Michel Onfray’sn Defence of

Atheism(2007), andDavid Mills Atheist Univers¢2006).
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In the mainstream media, stories and opinion giat®ut atheism have grown
abundant in the last five years (e.g. Wolf 2006p@tein 2009; Fish 2009; Steinfels
2007; Gray 2007; Hedges 2007). Moreover, withchretinued growth of internet logs,
or blogsfor short, numerous blogs devoted to discussihgisn, religion, and science
have flourished, including biologist P.Z. MyeBharyngulamath instructor Hemant
Mehta’sThe Friendly Atheistand Ebonmuse®aylight Atheismand Richard Dawkins’
website richarddawkins.net All of these sites frequently post news storedated to
atheism, religion, secularism, and science withoeidl comments and also let readers
respond to these articles with comments, giving tasvery lengthy and lively debates
and discussions.

As further evidence of the presence and vitalitytmong atheism in West, my
fieldwork took me to a large convention of nearfip@theists in a major American city
and to smaller but more frequent atheist meetiogssa the United States and the United
Kingdom. In all of these settings (though, notalblgt in Denmark), when it became
clear to members of these groups that | was engageg@roject on atheism and was
looking to conduct interviews, there was no shatafwilling and, in many cases, quite
eager volunteers. On several occasions | wasctaa by individuals whom | had not
had a chance to interview yet, asking me when wWexg going to get to have their
interview.

Clearly there is some significant degree of commaitt to the ideology of strong
atheism in the United States and the United Kingd&ut what precisely is this “strong
atheism.” Above, | briefly described it as thewithat religious beliefs were not only

false but also immoral and harmful. A fuller déston would be that strong atheism is
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the philosophical view that supernatural agentaatcexist coupled with the normative
and, thus, ideological claims that religious baliafe immoral (in that they are
oppressive, authoritarian, divisive, and genenadifyconducive to human happiness) and
that people should base their beliefs on the besladle evidence and strive to think
“rationally.” Further, these normative claims nailiy lead individuals to engage in
particular types of action, namely campaigningdecular government and a more
rational populace. These claims and calls to adie frequently found together in the

discourse of strong atheists and form the constrawt labelling “strong atheisnd”

A Sketch of Strong Atheism

A) Strong Atheist Claims

We can see strong atheism not only in the bebhgelritings of the most
famous atheists mentioned above, but also amoegtsts, media figures, and thousands
of everyday atheists from around the world, asarsps to my online survey make clear.
The Nobel Laureate and physicist Steven Weinbergnstance, is quoted in the New
York Times as saying that “With or without religioyou would have good people doing
good things and evil people doing evil things. Butgood people to do evil things, that
takes religion,” and thus arguing that religioraisause of “evil” that we would be better

off without (Goldberg 1999). Comedian and talkwhwst Bill Maherends his 2008

S Many atheists have made the same or a simildndiiin. The term “strong atheist” is used to desite
the phenomenon | discuss here by several atheigpgrincluding a London group whose members
explicitly said in a meeting “We're all strong at$ts here,” as well as the website, strongatheist.n
Christopher Hitchens frequently references the phremon | call strong atheism as “anti-theism”in his
public talks and debates and a small minority b&ats have begun self-identify as anti-theistsluiding
thirteen of my three thousand survey participants.
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film, Religulouswith a demand for the religious to “Grow up or'di2008).”® In this
statement, we can see both the claim that religomstitutes a danger for the human
species and the claim that religious thinking isiebow childish and that a more mature,
grown up way of thinking is offered by science aationalism.

One of the most forceful expressions of strongiath | heard during my
fieldwork came from an organizer of a strong athgisup in London, who, after a small
amount of debate concerning whether or not reliiad ever been beneficial for the
human species, clearly stated that “themoithinggood about religion” with both the
intonation and context making clear to all pregbat one would be placing oneself
outside of the norms of the group if they disagreed

This organizer is most definitely not alone initeksuch a view of the moral
status of religious belief. As part of my onlinggy for non-theists, | asked the
following question:

“Some non-theists argue that religious beliefsrateonly false but also

dangerous and oppressive. They argue that thelwanild be better off

without religion. Other non-theists, while agregthat religious beliefs

are false, view religion as neutral or even asstpe and beneficial force

in the world. They argue that getting rid of &ligious beliefs would do

little good and would potentially do great harmo Yau view religious

belief as positive, neutral, or negative forcehia world?”

Participants were then given several items to sateh as “religion in general,” “liberal

religion,” “Christianity,” and “Islam” and asked tate them on a scale from -5 (Very

Negative), to 0 (Neutral) to +5 (Very Positive) eddly 20% of the 1,167 participants

® This is not meant as a threat that Maher or anymier Maher's command will kill religious peopheit
rather that religious belief poses such a thregtdbal civilization that unless it is ended, thevitable
result will be mass death, most likely as a restderrorists or governments believing themseleelave
religious mandates using nuclear weapons.
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who answered these questions rated the broadest‘Religion in General,” with a -5
(Very Negative). A much larger 52% rated the it&nor below -3.

Participants were invited to leave comments ireotd better specify and
contextualize their answers. Their answers fredqueontained elements of strong
atheism. Many, for instance, were very clear thhgious belief is harmful for the
human species and we would be better off withoutWhile some participants only
pointed out that religion had caused harm, sucd 26 year old female atheist from
Wisconsin who said “People need only look at histord they will see that horrors come
from religion and faith,” others stated that redigiwas inherently harmful, including a 59
year old male atheist from Florida who said, “kisbullshit. It's all harmful. Wars,
ignorance, misery. Who needs it?”

Several participants went further than merelysgyhat religion is harmful and
introduced apocalyptic language, stating that i@tigs “contributing to the downfall of
humanity” or that religion, if not opposed, wilehd to the death of us all.”

Many of these same participants suggested thadriimary reason for religion
being so dangerous and harmful is its reliancefaith‘without evidence,” thereby
introducing the normative standpoint that therepaoper and improper ways of coming
to one’s beliefs. A 33 year old male atheist fimeden, for example, wrote: “I believe
religion to be a very dangerous influence becatusdiés on blind faith, which in our
increasingly global society can be very dangerblasge numbers of people can get
persuaded in acting on something on pure faith.37Aear old male atheist from
Ontario concurred: “Belief in anything without vigeble evidence is inherently

dangerous. While | recognize that some beliekisessary, because it is not possible to
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know everything in advance, that belief shoulddstdd, rather than used as something to

base your life on blindly.”

B) Strong Atheist Identity
It is perhaps unsurprising that strong atheists) wibw religious beliefs as harmful to
both individuals and to the human species colletfivsee themselves as in some ways a
collective body, a coalition of “rationally mindeg&ople and religious people as a
dangerous “other” to be opposed. “Us” vs. “Thetihking, then, is commonplace. Itis
not only a matter of seeing themselves as “growsi ap“mentally balanced” and
religious individuals as “childish,” “soft-headedt “bat-shit crazy,” terms which | heard
repeatedly in the US, UK, and Denmark, but alscatten of strong atheists having a
vision of the way the world should be (secularnoral, free of religious oppression and
violence) that they see as being threatened by tiwdh harmful religious beliefs who
seek social and political power.

| frequently heard at atheist meetings in the &thibtates in 2008, for example,
statements similar to the following from a strotigegst in California: the theocratsare
taking over this country arttiey’ll succeed unlesse do something about it” (emphasis
mine). “What is a rational person to do in theefa€ this lunacy?” asked a female
agnostic from London, referring to both Tony Blaiéncouragement of faith-based social
services and suggestions from several public fggtimat Sharia law may have a place in
the United Kingdom.

Such “us vs. them” language is also used in tlemgtatheist effort to encourage

others to give up supernatural agent beliefs thnaanversation and debate. An atheist
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from St. Louis, for example, asked his fellow asiteat a small meeting, “How care
changeheir minds?” (emphasis mine). This same group collettiwatched a 24-part
lecture series on rhetoric and argument over a@ai several months, all in an effort to
“better debate them,” meaning those with religibakefs.

Viewing the relationship between atheists andéigious as one of conflict and,
consequently, a matter of “us vs. them” is not anlyasis for action and identity, but also
an interpretive framework for discourse concerrgagh conflicts as secularism vs.
theocracy and evolution vs. creationism. This paraps best be seen in Richard
Dawkins’ response to a humorous animated videdeshtBeware the Believers,”
which was posted to the video sharing site youtmitieout any information as to its
origins or intentions in the run-up to the releata pro-intelligent design movie entitled
Expelled: No Intelligence Allowed March of 2008

The video begins with an animated figure of Dawkilescribing to an audience
that we are entering the age of the “machine” adrsze and Darwinism and that any
concerns they may have are “both noted and stupid.&xplain the history of this
“machine,” Dawkins and other noted atheist andgurolution figures such as PZ Myers,
Sam Harris, Daniel Dennett and Christopher Hitcheagin to rap about the history of
the debate between science and religion and ewalus. creationism, with lyrics such as
“Science silenced thatatchdogwingnut Paley, growing stronger and harder almost

daily, storming Wilber by Force as we framed thecdurse that faith and science are

" Eventually, the creator of the video made himketiwn as Mike Edmondson, a film-school graduate in
British Columbia. Edmondson created the videdlierproducers of the film Expelled but stated that
video is not out to prove a particular point to @mg and makes fun of both sides (Myers 2008; Owens
2008). This information was not given with theeadds release however, leading to rampant speculatio
about its background and intent. The video andlheds of comments on it can be found at
http://richarddawkins.net/article,2409,Beware-thai®vers,RandomsSlice
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split in schismatic divorce” and “We might havetlas Scopes, beaten down by the
dopes, and the stooges of popes, but in losin‘aped; becomin’ more than we hoped.
Creationists slipped on the soap of their own gigslope,” as well as the catchy chorus
of: “Ah he's the Dick to the Dawk to the PhD. $iefnarter than you. He's got a science
degree! Yeah, he's the Dick to the Dawk to the PHIB's smarter than you. He studied
biology!”

A forum for discussion was created for the videdlee site richarddawkins.net
that resulted in over eight-hundred comments. Dasvkimself was one of the first to
comment on the video, and while many of the atheist commented found the video to
be funny and enjoyed its “equal-opportunity mockéoy both evolutionists and
creationists (Myers in Owens, 2008), Dawkins fiegponse was to write: “If anyone
can understand a single word of this, don't bothéranslate, just tell me whose side it's
on.” Itis clear that Dawkins’ primary interesttime video, and the interpretive lens
through which he hopes to understand it, is in seofithe conflict between religion and
science and between evolution and creationismheRahan, like some other atheists,
appreciate or reject the video on comedic or a@stgeunds, Dawkins seemed mostly

concerned with categorizing it as either pro or-amblution.

C) Strong Atheism and Violence

The majority of strong atheists are clear in sayivag while they hope and work toward a
time when religious beliefs are no more (or thdeast out of public life), they do not
condone violence towards those ends. Nonethelesgresence of violent language

reveals the depth to which some strong atheists k@égious individuals as dangerous
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“others.” At the American Atheist convention in iiieapolis, for instance, | overheard a
conversation between two attendees about whethestdhe atheist “cause” would ever
triumph in which one suggested that “what we needitis get all the fundie wackos in
one place, lock ‘em in, and let them tear eachrapart.” Another convention attendee,
in a response to a question about how atheistddhespond to religious proselytizers on
university campuses who pass out small bibles aligious tracts, answered:
“Sometimes I'd just like to shove those tracts daheir fucking throats. That would be
exquisite.”

Further, on richarddawkins.net, a story was postekligust 2009 about eight
Christians being burnt to death in Pakistan forpsgedly defiling a Koran. One of the
first comments was from an AtheistJon, who saiell, look at the bright side of life.
Whenever religious people kill each other, at l&astduces the religious population by a
small amount....If nobody ever killed each otherahgious wars, | wonder what the
population of the world would be right now? So, vem be thankful it was them, not us”
(Two Articles, 2009). This comment was flagged#snsive by several other members
of the site and a debate took place about thanealy of these statements between
AtheistJon and others on the forum, but he waslwote in his views on the forum.

And in the mainstream media, comedian Bill Malrereference to the attention
given to Angus, a three-year old terrier mix whbaekside resembles the figure of Jesus
(getbehindjesus.net), stated in his segment “NeledRua fixture of his talk shovwReal
Time with Bill Mahey “New Rule. If you see Jesus in your dog’s ass.t's.you who

needs to be chained in the yard.”
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D) Strong Atheism Contested
Strong atheism, with its moral rejection of religias both harmful and childish and its
frequent use of us vs. them language and its amealsiise of violent language, is
contested among non-theists in general, and even@those who self-identify as
atheists. These disagreements rarely concerrxibierce of supernatural agents, but
rather the normative stance against religion, aeg tonstitute a significant portion of
the public discourse on atheism and religion. alet,fthese disagreements, specifically
over whether or not religion is normally a sourégaod or ill or whether or not one
should attempt to convince people to give up theigious beliefs, dominated most of
my initial conversations when Americans and UKzeitis learned of my area of research.
Further evidence of such disagreements can be fiouth@ public sphere, as the BBC
television series “The Big Questions” has hosteats® episodes concerning atheism
and religion over the last five years, with an edisin July of 2009 addressing the
precise disagreements discussed here entitledthisigin an Intolerant Belief?” (2009).
One public representative of the view that stratigeism is intolerant comes from
self-identified “failed atheist,” radio presenterdaauthor John Humphrys, who hosted a
radio series in 2006 entitled “Humphrys in Seartbod,” and one year later releadad
God We Doubt: Confessions of a Failed Ath€&807). In the book, Humphrys states
that atheists have all the best arguments andhthyaine can see the “holes” riddling the
monotheistic traditions, most notably the problemeal, but he argues that religious
people should not be thought “stupid” or “childidbt believing in God. Further, he

argues that while the world would be better offheiit religious extremism, the atheists’
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claim that “without religion peace and harmony wbrdign is patently absurd” (2007,
325).

Humphrys is not alone in many of his views on sgratheism, as numerous
individuals answered survey questions asking treeavaluate the moral status of
“religion in general” with statements about the daeligious beliefs can bring to an
individual and how generalizing about “religionganeral,” which many strong atheists
are happy to do, is “absurd.” A 35 year old makest from Denmark, for example,
wrote that “Religion is slightly silly. But if imakes people happy, I'm glad it helps
them.” A 54 year old male atheist from New Mexiowanwhile, declined to rate
individual religions or religion in general on tHegree to which they can be seen as
positive or negative, commenting that “I can’t aeswthese questions in the form they are
presented. It depends on the historical cont€Xssical civilization lacked respect for
compassion, which Christianity introduced. Yeti€lians have used torture against
“heretics.” To say that “religious belief in geaBrhas been good or bad is absurd—you
need to specify a place and time.”

It is clear, then, that while non-theists may shawy definition, a lack of belief in
the existence of supernatural agents, they dohavesan identical or even similar set of
beliefs concerning the moral status of religioulsethe Many non-theists are also strong
atheists, actively opposed to religious beliefbath principle and in the public sphere.
Other non-theists reject strong atheism, arguiagitirepresents an unjustified
essentializing of religion and/or a strident anchewhat mean-spirited attempt to take

away solace from religious believers.
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E) Strong Atheism as One Cause of Non-theism

The strong atheism outlined above does not oribt @longside non-theism as an
independent phenomenon. For a significant minarfityon-theists, a moral rejection of
religion as harmful to human well-being and hapgiactually worked to turn them
from theists to non-theists. In other words, th@ahoutrage at religion underlying
strong atheism is an important cause of some iddals losing their explicit beliefs in
the existence of supernatural agency, alongside ssme cases in spite of their exposure
to a relatively high level of CREDs.

The notion of atheism as being primarily a matfemoral outrage against
religion is actually a common one among Christipalagists, including theologian
Alister McGrath (2004) and social philosopher CoaaiTaylor (2007). Such analyses
ignore the development of non-theism without stratigeism in many countries, most
notably Norway, Sweden, and Denmark, and the adroels identified by Norris and
Inglehart and Gil and Lundsgaarde regarding existesecurity and welfare spending.
Therefore, they are quite limited in their abilioyexplain non-theism in general. Yet,
they are instructive in that they reveal strongeeim to be a significant historical
phenomenon and, for some, a cause of defectionfetigious communities and
abandonment of religious beliefs.

That many individuals have left their religioudiefs and affiliations behind for
moral, in addition to, or rather, than intellectugsons can be seen both in the historical
records left by such individuals in the Victoriagdas well as answers to relevant

guestions within my non-theist survey.
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Historian Howard Murphy examines the personalimgi of three British
freethinkers in the ®century, Francis William Newman (1805-1897), Jasethony
Froude (1818-1894), and Mary Ann Evans (1819-18&), finds that, for all three, a
moral repugnance of doctrines of eternal damnatrahsubstitutionary atonement drove
them from their traditional faith. Only later didey concern themselves with the matter
of Christianity’s doctrines being true or false (by 1955). Similarly, historian Susan
Budd examined the obituaries of fifty secularistshie 18' and 28' centuries in order to
better understand the original reasons why sestsdgft their religious communities and
joined the secularist cau&e.She found that the “crucial” element of theiniesy the
religion and joining secularist groups was a redion that both the Bible, their
ministers, and religion in general were morally mg@and had a “warping effect on
humanity, which would benefit by its complete digagrance,” (Budd 1967). She also
found that this moral rejection preceded their ¢ction that their beliefs were factually
wrong.

Many contemporary non-theists have undergone #asiprocess. As part of my

online non-theist survey, | asked the following sfien:

Some non-theists report morally rejecting religmior to intellectually
rejecting it. For example, one atheist who wasechiligious rejected the
Christian God as oppressive and authoritarian alt ¥8as not until age 16
that she became convinced that Christian beliefs$ adl other
supernatural beliefs, were factually wrong. Otham-theists report that
their moral rejection of religious beliefs cameeattheir intellectual
rejection. Did you have moral objections to religgdeliefs or religious
people before you came to think that religiousdfslivere most likely
wrong?

8 Budd was able to examine these reasons becatise @dmmon practice among atheist, rationalist, and
secularist groups for members to give their “testimal” or “coming out” story to other members, wit@n
helped write the obituaries for the deceased mesnber
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Participants were given the following answer chsica) Intellectual rejection first, b)
Intellectual and moral rejection at the same tia)éyloral rejection first, and d) Not
applicable. Of the 1495 people who answered tlstipn, 736 answered that they had
an intellectual rejection first, while 311 answetbdt they had had the intellectual and
moral rejection at the same time and 272 partic¢gpanswered that they had a moral
rejection prior to their intellectual rejection.

This question was immediately followed by the dqioes “If you did have moral
objections prior to having intellectual rejectidmmw important do you think your moral
rejection was in leading you to become a non-tA&igthe answer choices were a) Not
important at all, b) Somewhat important, c) Modelatmportant, and d) Very important.
Of the 483 individuals who answered this questfamnly 45 answered that it was not
important at all, while 148 answered that it wasiewhat important, 111 answered that it
was moderately important, and the largest numbegsgondents, 179, responded that
their moral rejection of religion was very importam their becoming non-theists.

All respondents were asked but not required teideofurther comments about
their answers. By far the most common responsengrtimse who had had a moral
rejection of religion prior to an intellectual ref@n was that a moral distaste fuelled their
exploration of the intellectual issues surroundigiggion, giving them the necessary
motivation to investigate the intellectual foundas of the beliefs, which they then

found wanting. A 38 year old male Bright from Gadlnia, for instance, wrote that his

¥ This question was located on the same page geé¢fi®us question and was likely skipped by many of
those who answered that they had had an intelllexjgetion of religion prior to a moral one or fgowho
answered that the question did not apply to theesymably because they do not have a moral rejecfio
religion.
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moral rejection “was the catalyst that startedititellectual change,” while a 26 year old
female atheist from Wisconsin answered that “If yawe an automatic distaste for
something, you should take a good, honest, haidifdo why that is, where it comes
from,” and a 44 year old male atheist from the dtnds answered that “after the moral
rejection | looked somewhere else to find answadsfaund them in science, in a
naturalistic view of the universe.”

A smaller number of these individuals argued thay would have intellectually
rejected religious beliefs eventually, even withting moral rejection. “In time,” said a
65 year old male humanist from California, “I wolildve perceived the contradictions of
a literal reading of the bible anyway.” Such cdefice in their own rational abilities fits
well with the widely held belief among strong a#iteithat their views on the existence of
supernatural agents are the product of rationalghorather than any type of emotional
reaction, which is one of the charges they fredudetel against the religious. Several
individuals, for instance, took issue with the fwt | said | was interested in
understanding the “psychology and anthropologytleéiam” and “how different factors
can affect our beliefs.” They argued that thdwesém was a result of critical thinking
and critical thinking only, and some went as fatasuspect me of being a religious
scholar interested in why people “turn from theetfaith.”

While such statements are interesting in their dgint as examples of the
normative stance towards how one is to come tosdoeliefs, which will be explored
more fully below, such statements also suggestttigatumbers of individuals having a
moral rejection of religion prior to an intellectiane may be larger than the numbers on

the survey indicated. That is, since non-theistkthey were being interviewed or
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surveyed as non-theists and there exists amonghsasts a notion of the virtue of
rational thinking, it is likely that some peopleeanotivated to conceal their primary
moral objection for fear of appearing “irrational’their beliefs. While such evidence
does not support the hypothesis that not beliewirtge existence of supernatural agents
is primarily a matter of moral outrage for mostdiratheists, it does suggest that, for

some, this moral rejection is a type of catalystawl closer intellectual scrutiny.

The Two Normative Stances of Strong Atheism

The questions | am concerned with regarding stedhgism are similar to the questions |
was concerned with in relation to non-theism. Hines strong atheism come about
historically and psychologically and why do we teadee more of it in some contexts?
In order to fruitfully address these explanatorgsfions, | will need to carve strong
atheism at its joints, dividing it into its two moative elements.

The first and most easily discernable normatiea& among strong atheists
concerns the harms that religious beliefs and pextire seen to cause. It is the view
that religions, in either all or the vast majoritfiycases, oppress individual freedoms,
cause individual suffering, and violate principtdgairness. We can see the first
normative stance in the writings of many non-ttegiahd especially among strong
atheists, both in current and historical writing&et, it is important to note that this first
normative stance is not solely a feature of strathgists or even non-theists; it is a stance
shared by many self-identifying “liberal” theists waell.

The second and less easily discernable normatwees among strong atheists

concerns a right and wrong way of addressing questnd establishing one’s beliefs. It
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is the view that aligning and limiting one’s beieftbout the world to those supported by
scientific evidence is responsible, mature, anddgadile allowing oneself to believe in
entities or events, such as supernatural agenke@fterlife, for which there is no
scientific evidence is dangerous, immature, and bag this second normative stance
that, combined with the first, separates strongiath from other non-theists and liberal

theists®

A) Harmful Religion

In an often-quoted paragraphTie God DelusionRichard Dawkins offers his moral
objections to the God of the Hebrew Bible. DawHKatels him as “jealous and proud of
it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; adictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a
misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, geiual, filicidal, pestilential,
megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously noédew bully” (2006, 31). For
Dawkins and many other atheists who referencedjtiniée in conversation or
interviews, the Bible reveals a God undeservingespect or adoration, as he is clearly

outside the bounds of moral behaviour in his ortietsave whole populations of people

8 These two moral stances are evident in the sactins that strong atheists take up, campaigming f
secularism in government and trying to convincephilic to think more “rationally” and “scepticaltyIn
relation to secularism, strong atheist Madalyn Myr®’Hair sued in order to get prayer out of public
schools in the US in the 1960’s, while Michael Nedtas for some time been seeking to have the words
“under God” taken out of the pledge of allegiang¢heist groups also frequently encourage memigers t
write to their governments in opposition to puldisplays of religious endorsement or blasphemy lalus
relation to encouraging rationality, some atheistugs encourage members to learn better debatiltgy sk
while others include members who swap stories athaiit attempts to “raise consciousness” in the
workplace, such as by telling Christians “Happy £oenDay” around Easter or, perhaps more politely,
always asking for rational justification when rétigs acquaintances invoke God in conversation.
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killed for opposing the Hebrews or for having tweabs maul more than forty children
for calling his prophet Elisha “bald heat.”

While the above examples deal specifically with itnmorality of the Judaeo-
Christian God, he is not the only source of motdtage for strong atheists. Specific
religious doctrines and the behaviour of religipesple also trigger moral outrage
among strong atheists. The notion of eternal pumént in hell, for instance, morally
offends many Westerners, both atheist and theks.aDne atheist from St. Louis, for
instance, told me that the idea that people wiltgybell and have no chance of escape for
all of eternity simply for something they did oddiot do or something they did or did
not believe while on earth was “monstrous.” Anotatheist, this one from California,
was concerned not only with the status of the doeitself, but its effects on children:
“I cannot believe that this idea is told to childremagine the suffering they must go
through at night, worrying about whether or notytiaell be sent to hell, just for the
normal mischief they do as children. Hell, | rentmmone of my friends. She was
wracked by guilt and worry for masturbating asentgger, thinking that it would send
her to hell. Religious morality is just evil. Rlaand simple.”

The actions of religious people are perhaps dgsdisnost often among strong
atheists, both in face to face meetings and ofitinens. This is perhaps partially
because of the fact that most are familiar withrtiggal issues raised by religious texts
and dogmas, while new incidents of religious pedyglleaving in a manner they see as

immoral are more novel and attention demandingt, pat of the explanation also lies

81 This latter story in particular, taken frofff Kings Chapter Two, was a frequent topic of dismrsat
the 2008 American Atheists national conventiomrasale at the convention book table was a slirarel
entitled,lllustrated Stories from the Bible (that they wieit you in Sunday SchoffFarrell 2005), which
had on its cover a graphic illustration of two tsedismembering and eating several small children.
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in the fact that such news stories are posted gvieht frequency on atheist websites and
blogs, such as richarddawkins.net, Pharyngulatleadériendly Atheist. Whether it is a
story of how a young girl is forced to run awaynfréier Muslim parents to avoid being
the victim of an honour killing (Netter 2009; AtkeMedia Blog), or a family holding
down and choking a three year old girl as partroéxorcism (Associated Press 2007,
Mehta 2007), strong atheists share such storigsegith other and comment on how
such incidents constitute damning evidence foiirtherent immorality of religious
beliefs and people.

In all of the above stories, the charge agairigfioa is that it is harmful to
human beings. It leads to parents not caringteir thildren, but choking them and
beating them in order to “get the devil out.” Tleéigious message is not one of love and
empathy, but of threats, whether the threat isnglsomeone for apostasy or of telling
them that they will face eternal suffering in hdReligion does not appear to teach
equality but rather the oppression of women thrainghwearing of burgas and the
demand that a wife be subservient to her husband.

Such moral condemnation of religion is by no meamy a product of the 21
century. Rather, such sentiments can clearly ée sethe last several centuries.
Thomas Paine, radical of both the American anddfréevolutions, wrote ifthe Age of
Reasorthat “the declaration which says that God vidits $ins of the fathers upon the
children is contrary to every principle of morasjice” (1794 (1988)). Francis Newman,
one of the freethinkers discussed by historian Hdwéurphy, is offended by the notion
of substitutionary atonement as barbaric: “I slerdd at the notions with | had once

imbibed as a part of religion; and then got comfianin the inference, how much better
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the men of this century are than their creed. M¢reled was the product of ages of
cruelty and credulity; and it sufficiently bearatistamp” (qQuoted in Murphy 1955).
Similarly, Mary Ann Evans’ stresses in one of tedtdrs in 1841 that she “cannot rank
among my principles of action a fear of vengeanegnal, gratitude for predestined
salvation, or a revelation of future glories agward,” though she does still “fully
participate in the belief that the only heaven heréhereafter, is to be found in
conformity with the will of the Supreme” (quoted Murphy 1955).

One of the most forceful expressions of the strathgist moral rejection of
theistic belief in history, ironically, comes fraitme pen of a Russian Orthodox Christian,
Fyodor Dostoevsky, whose most widely acclaimed houee Brothers Karamazov
(1880), features a sharp moral rebuke of the whgioas justify and even glorify
suffering from the character lvan Karamazov, amiathin a conversation with his
brother, Alyosha, who is a novice at a nearby miamgs The attack is a version of the
philosophical problem of evil, that is, the problefrhow an all-powerful and all-
knowing god could also be all-good, given the esa@fithe world. Rather than arguing
that evil proves God does not exist, however, Isays that he accepts the existence of
God but refuses to participate in God’s creatiotalse of his moral outrage at its evil.

Ivan describes in detail to his brother severatifying situations of abuse to
children, detailing their suffering at the handppressors. He relates a story of how
Turks in Bulgaria had slaughtered Slavic babigsant of their mothers, either cutting
them from their mother’s wombs or throwing thenoittte air “to impale them on the
points of their bayonets before their mothers’ veygs,” as well as a story of a young

girl locked in an outhouse at night and forcedabheer own excrement by her parents
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because of her bedwetting. lvan argues that sogbes demand retribution, but that
God, if he exists, puts off such retribution to sofuture inaccessible state, while the
religious say that such suffering is necessaryitwgtforth some greater, eternal
harmony. Ivan’s moral “rebellion” is his responedhis situation:

“| absolutely reject that higher harmony. It's madrth one little tear from

one single tortured child, beating its breast w#Hittle fists in its foul-

smelling lock up, and praying with its unexpiatedrs to its ‘Dear Farther

God?!'.....no truth is worth this price. The priceltdrmony has been set

too high, we can’t afford the entrance fee. Arat’'twwhy | hasten to

return my entry ticket. If | ever want to cal mifssn honest man, | have

to hand it back as soon as possible. And thagstixwhat I'm doing.

It's not that | don’t accept God, Alyosha; I'm justith the utmost respect,

handing Him back my ticket.” (Dostoevsky 1880 (19®8D7-308)
After Alyosha labels such a statement “rebellidadn challenges his brother:

“Tell me straight out, | call on you—answer me:amgme that you

yourself are building the edifice of human destvith the object of

making people happy in the finale, of giving theeape and rest at last,

but for that you must inevitably and unavoidablstuce just one tiny

creature, that same child who was beating her ehiéisther little fist, and

raise your edifice on the foundation of her unrésgiiears—would you

agree to be the architect on such conditions? relthe truth?”

While presumably this attack on claims of “necegsaffering” is meant to
reflect atheistic arguments occurring at the timaéher than Dostoevsky’s own views, it
has also served as a cultural touchstone for stineésts who make reference to
“returning the ticket” in relationship to the prebh of evil and their own feelings towards
religion. Christopher Hitchens, {Bod is Not Greatfor instance, argues that while

Alyosha answers his brothers challenge by saywitjysthat he would not agree to such

a situation, we must answer the same, “only not.sastly” (Hitchens 2007, 228).
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Moreover, in a spontaneous conversation | had avgtrong atheist at the
American Atheist convention in Minneapolis, thektwas more forcefully returned: “I
don’t think there is a God or gods. But if thesehe’s a fucking monster and I'll tell him
where he can stick his ticket. And these religipesple, believing this stuff? That we
all deserve to go to hell but we can be saved Isec@&od forced somebody to suffer all
kinds of pain on a cross? What kind of personalo lyave to be to think that that kind of
universe is acceptable? It's just disgusting.”

For strong atheists, God, if he exists, partictgtigious claims such as the
existence of eternal punishment, and the actiodsvasral sentiments of religious people
are all cause for moral outrage. The toleratioharfn, suffering, and prejudice, either
for some divine purpose or merely for the purpddeeeping family honour or
attempting to avoid divine punishment is, for matiyeists, immoral. And many have
few qualms in saying so.

Strong atheists, however, are not alone in thimhtwndemnation, as many self-
identified theists, Christians, Jews, Muslims, &fddus, among others, share their moral
repugnance. One of the most common responses thidrges strong atheists make
against religion from theists, for example, istlogists to say “that’'s not my God (or
religion, Christianity, Islam, etc.)” and proceeddutline their theologies not involving
eternal punishment, honour killing, or strict emfement of behavioural norms. Many
theologies of the 2Dcentury, in fact, such as liberation theology atih America
(Guitiérrez 1988), Black liberation theology in theited States (Cone 1997), and liberal
Christianity in general (Spong 1991; Hans Kiing )98#ke as their most dominant

values the liberation of individuals from oppressiohether that be from social and
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racial oppression or the oppression of individualtdrom what they see as outdated
moral proscriptions.

While atheists argue with such liberal “religiasisthat they are still in the grips
of irrational thinking and, more commonly in thetidive years, that their beliefs “give
cover” for the insanity that is fundamentalism (i#&2004; 2007), it appears that one can
possess the same moral emphasis on perceivedisgffearm, and oppression while still
maintaining a belief in some sort of supernatugarecy as well as affiliation with a

religious tradition.

B) “Soft-headed” religion

Of course, liberal theists are not strong atheig#hat distinguishes the two is not only
the fact that liberal theists believe in the exisgeof some supernatural agency, however
defined, and strong atheists do not, but alsoabethat strong atheists see religious
beliefs, from the most fundamentalist to the misrhl, as forms of “deluded thinking”
and “childish wish-fulfilment.” For strong athessthere is a clear right way and wrong
way to go about establishing one’s beliefs aboattbrld. One is mature, responsible,
and virtuous while the other is childish, fancifahd potentially dangerous.

During a July 2009 filming of the BBC shoWwhe Big Questiondor instance, an
audience member complained that she had frequieedly called “soft-headed” by
atheists in the UK. And while many individuals akimg for atheism in the public
sphere, such as Professor John Adams of the Nantkskire Humanist Association,

seek to minimize the association between atheishrsach attacks on the mental
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capacities of the religious, this is the generatigepted notion at meetings of atheists in
both the US and the UK, as well as internationatlgessible online message boards.

“How dumb do you have to be to think that the Bild literally true? C’mon!”
said an exasperated atheist in St. Louis afterifngaf children being home schooled by
religious parents and being taught that the Biltds imerrant. This notion, that religious
beliefs are the product of some sort of mentalaefach as a lack of intelligence or
rationality, is widespread among strong atheistd,many take as one of their goals in
life to “increase rational thinking in the world.”

Yet, along with this common notion of religioudibts reflecting a the lack of
intelligence or rational abilities, there also ¢xifor most strong atheists a notion that
religious beliefs are the result of a weaknesshafacter on the part of the religious. “I
guess some people just can't face reality. Thgysethat weak” stated an atheist in St.
Louis. “Well, | just refuse to believe in somethijust because it's comforting,” said an
agnostic in San Francisco with an obvious sengeidé. After a young man in St. Louis
related his story of gradually moving away from Stianity and then later all
supernatural beliefs, he was asked by others ah#dsting, “Well, have you grown up?
Have you grown out of it? Are you thinking ratitiganow?” All such statements reveal
not only a belief that religious beliefs are fadiyiarong, but a belief that believing in
comforting illusions or anything that does not haeeifiable evidential support is a type
of childish weakness, a weakness that one carptéde in overcoming. They, the
atheists, can face reality. They are not weakeyTiefuse to believe in something just

because it is comforting. They have grown out.of it
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Such sentiments are also found online and in titéngs of the most prominent
atheists. A member of the site Yahoo Answers, Wwhitows users to pose a question,
receive answers, and for members to rate and clibegdegest answers, posed the
guestion, “Religion is a crutch for the weak miridgdd members chose as the best
answer the following:

“Well exactly. Why else would people bother, thmfieve it all because

they want to, its self-delusion. Religion is alzy and warm for them and

means the don’t have to start asking hard questiboast life. It's all
there ready in a book. How pathetic is that?” (@Answers)

Similarly, a blogger named Blackquill wrote that:

“I have come to the conclusion that most religipasple are weak

minded whiners who are so scared to face the ie=abf life that they

need a psychological crutch in whatever they d&eligious People: Are

They Weak Minded?)
Christopher Hitchens, as mentioned above, lab&tgaes beliefs relics from the
“‘infancy” of our species. Similarly, Richard Dawkiwrites that “there is something
infantile in the presumption that [God] has a resploility to give your life meaning and
point” and that “the truly adult view, by contrast that our life is as meaningful, as full
and as wonderful as we choose to make it” (2008).36urther, in response to the
guestion “Is there any harm in a system of beli¢hat.gives people hope...that gives
them a sense of order and continuity” in a BBCrineav in 2009, Dawkins responded
that while there may not be any inherent harm, sughestion is analogous to asking
whether you would “like your doctor to tell you threth about what you've got. Some
of us would wish to be told the truth. If you'ddito hide behind an illusion...it’s just

the same argument that doctors should lie to ffaients when they have terminal

cancer. I'm not sure that | would wish that” (BB&wsnight). Again, it is clear that
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religious beliefs are seen to be at least partthyresult of a lack of character and
strength on the part of the religious. It is atcnufor the weak mind, an infantile
presumption rather than adult conclusion; it isrémult of hiding from an unpleasant but
necessary truth.

In opposition to such weak-minded religious pepplong atheists see
themselves as strong minded and cognitively virsuauhat they accept the world as it
is. “l don’t hide from facts” said a young atheigtman from New York City with an
obvious sense of pride. Richard Dawkins, in higdst 2009 BBC interview, was quite
forthcoming in his normative claim that “People bttp think rationally and sceptically”
(BBC Newsnight). The intent was clearly not thalyacertain people must think
rationally and sceptically in some areas of theed to accomplish certain goals, but that
thinking rationally and sceptically in all areadliéé# is a virtue to which we should all
aspire.

The strong atheist assertion that the proper wagtablish one’s beliefs is
through evidence, and more specifically the evidgmovided by the sciences, is clearly
displayed in the answers provided to the questiiadse describe why you feel your
position (such as atheism, agnosticism, non-theisitine correct one” within my online
survey. Of the 2,519 responses, 1234 mentioraitiedf either “evidence” or “proof,”
such as “There is no proof” and “It is correct foe because | have seen no scientific
evidence of any God(s) existing.” Moreover, mahthe response that do not contain
those words share the same sentiment, such as¢h&ard answer, “Science,” and I
don’t believe in taking something on faith.” Whasked to justify their lack of belief in

the existence of supernatural agents, most nostthegveal their assumptions about how
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one should come to their beliefs and how thosesfsedihould be justified. What is clear
from their answers is that the proper method difjoation is to examine the evidence on
offer from the sciences, the “facts of the realldidras one atheist from Florida put it,
and see if there is any indication of the existesfcguch agency.

Even further evidence of this norm can be seeathnists’ frequent problems
with my introducing my research by mentioning aoffmiogy and psychology and
making the assumption that many factors besidesatienal examination of evidence
can affect our beliefs. When atheists had a probigh this, it was clear that they were
not merely disagreeing with me, but that they wemmtionally aroused by my
suggestion. They were quite proud of the fact tihair views were the result of rational
thought and examination of the evidence, and wegbktly offended at the suggestion
that their views may also have been crafted bynational mechanisms.

This view is not a new one. Rather, it appealtsatee roots in the Victorian Age,
when a virtue, masculine in connotation, was crkaté of “looking facts in the face”
and avoiding the weakness of sentimentality. @safliot Norton (1827-1908), for
instance, referred frequently in his letters to“in@manliness” of religious belief (Turner
1985). Examining the period, historian James Tiuno¢es that it was “the moral
principle—that a person ought not to believe omifisient evidence—that dictated the
intellectual standards applied to belief and thaslenknowledge of God problematical in
the first place” (204). This could be seen fronblpulectures entitled “The Ethics of
Belief,” which stressed “the dishonesty of treataggpositive fact, dogmas which are
matters of doubt or dispute” to lectures amongthie&ers that stressed “a love of

knowledge, amounting to sincerity of mind; a desirescape the false, and wisely life in
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the true,” (Quoted in Turner 214). Indeed, justiathe Victorian Age, in 1907, William
James, psychologist and philosopher William Jamesegmted his “philosophical
temperament” of pragmatism, seeking to navigateiden the Scylla of “Tender-
mindedness” and the Charybdis of “tough-mindedfi@dsich is characterized as taking
“facts” as one’s “alpha and omega” (James and O#@2). For Turner, it is clear that
what the atheists and agnostics of the Victoriamiadritain and America were insisting
was that “it is always and everywhere wrong todaiwhat we do not know” (1985,
215).

As several historians, including Charles Taylod dames Turner, have noted, the
masculine virtuousness of “tough-mindedness” didemoerge automatically with the
emergence of public atheism in théhmntury. Rather, such a normative stance has its
roots in a common view of masculinity in the Vigaor Age and in Victorian religion in
particular. There was already, Taylor notes, @ngfrconcern with temptation and
weakness within evangelical Christianity, in whtble virtue of self-control was
continually stressed (2007). Yet, the Victoriae agw the development of a particular
type of masculine virtue or “manliness,” that oppd#self to dangerous but
stereotypically male qualities such as strong siéyuend aggressiveness (Mangan 1991,
Sussman 1992). To be manly was to have a cet@mlsrdiness, not only in body, but
also in mind, resistant to emotions and desirdss Virtue can clearly be seen in the
development of what has come to be known as “mas@Hristianity” in the latter half
of the 19" century, as writers Charles Kingsley and Thomagttés both stressed the
development of both physical and moral strengttitierBritish Christian male as a

necessity for the continued success of British mafism, which they saw as being
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threatened by the effeminacy being bred in urbaasaand tolerated by the Anglican
Church (Putney 2001; Watson et al 2005). Beingsjglayly active in team sports was
supposed by Kingsley to allow “boys [to] acquiretwes which no books can give them;
not merely daring and endurance, but, bettertstiiper, self-restraint, fairness, honour,
unenvious approbation of another’s success, arttialfgive and take’ of life which
stand a man in good stead when he goes forthhetaorld, and without which, indeed,
his success is always maimed and partial” (Kingtpeyted in Watson et al 2005).
According to both Turner (1985) and Taylor (20QR)s general view of
Victorian masculinity, and muscular Christianityparticular, are important elements in
the explanation of how atheism and agnosticism \ble to grow so substantially in the
later half of the 19 century. For the great many individuals who hatdrnalized these
views of proper masculinity, hearing about evolatamd science, combined with the
charges of childishness seemed to “hit a targetair own religious life” (Taylor 365).
Suddenly the Christianity that seemed so impot@arirtuousness was actually a
determinant to it, as accepting propositions otinfaather than “looking facts in the
face” (Mill quoted in Taylor 365), implied a wealggeand immaturity that no virtuous
man would exhibit. These sentiments are mostlgisaen in the work of agnostic Leslie
Stephen, an avid mountain climber and associathafles Kingsley who left the

Christian tradition in his thirties and wrote in Agnostics Apology (1867):

“Who would not be happy in accepting this beliéfaft God will bring
harmony out of all of this darkness], if he coutat@pt it honestly? Who
would not be glad if he could say with confidentte‘evil is transitory,
the good eternal: our doubts are due to limitatidestined to be
abolished, and the world is really an embodimenbeé and wisdom,
however dark it may appear to our faculties’? Amt if the so-called
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knowledge be illusory, are we not bound by the rsasted obligations to

recognize the facts... Dreams may be pleasantéhéamoment than

realities; but happiness must be won by adaptimdiees to the realities.

And who, that has felt the burden of existence, suftered under well-

meant efforts at consolation, will deny that suohsolations are the

bitterest of mockeries?” (Stephens in Joshi 2060, 3

Strong atheism, then, is constituted not only lgc of belief in the existence of
supernatural agency, or in some cases a positiviaeldd the existence of supernatural
agency, but also by two normative stances, the thatvreligious beliefs are harmful and
oppressive and, consequently, immoral, and the thevreligious beliefs are childish
and betray a weakness of character. Historianphitasophers, as discussed above,
offered accounts of the historical factors givirggrto this latter view by pointing to the
creation of the virtue of masculine scepticismhia 19" century. Yet, the questions of

how the crucial former view came about in histong &ow it comes to exist in the minds

of individuals remain today.
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Chapter 7. Strong Atheism: Moral Foundations

Throughout history, religious identification, whettthrough belief or ritual participation,
has been an important marker of social identity statls as a “moral” person, from the
trial of Socrates for the “corruption” of Athenigouth. Given this common link, the fact
that so many people in so many countries todaygudgny religious doctrines,
behaviours, and people to be immoral presents AguiHow does such a drastic moral

shift arise?

The Effects of Social Structures

For most social anthropologists, such a shift khbardly be considered a puzzle,
as moral sentiments, like most aspects of humanrkfiect the social and cultural
conditions in which their bearers live. Sociallaopologists, for example, do not find
most philosophers of morality useful in understagdiuman moral sentiments because
philosophers “do not concern themselves with logathe moral subject within social
and cultural worlds” (Howell 1997, 8). This reject of the usefulness of philosophy
stems from the realization that moral judgmentssénengly affected by beliefs
concerning the nature of the individual person ted relationship to wider society.
Western moral philosophy views morality as a maifendividuals and their actions and
assumes all individuals are somehow equal undantiral law. In the large number of

non-Western societies in which such individualismd agalitarianism are absent,
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morality looks rather different, and whether or antact is viewed as immoral is strongly
affected by what place the agent has in societyy@ldl997; Parkin 1985}

It is not surprising, then, to find sociologisasithropologists, and historians
linking the rise of new moral sentiments to newigaltural conditions. Given the
massive social upheavals in Western civilizatiamfithe Reformation to the rise of
nation states to industrialization and globalizatiand given the changing demands such
circumstances make on individuals, the standardshigh Westerners judged each
others’ behaviour would be forced to change. Fsome of the earliest practitioners of
social science, such as Emile Durkheim and Ferdiff@mnies, to contemporary social
historians and psychologists such as Charles TayldrJonathan Haidt, the roots of the
moral sentiments that judge religious beliefs argditutions as immoral are located in the
changing social realities of the West.

For French sociologist Emile Durkheim, the riseafioral worldview that judges
religious and other institutions as oppressiventividual rights and happiness coincides
with the shift in the type of social bonds betwaatividuals that comes with
industrialization. InThe Division of Labour in Socie{¥893 (1933)), Durkheim argues
that there exist two distinct types of social satity, or bonds between individuals, one
dominant throughout much of the world for most ofrfan history and the other a more
recent development of Western civilization. Duiikhie distinction, similar in many
ways to that made by German sociologist Ferdinainmthies betweegemeinschaft
(community) andyesellschaffcivil society) (1887), is between what he callsamanical

and organic solidarity.

82 Despite this emphasis on the socio-cultural netgtof moral norms, most anthropologists still tiohat
“humans everywhere are cognitive and emotionakkdmposed towards moral sensibility” (Howell 1998,
10).
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In societies characterized by mechanical soligatfite social bonds and
obligations between individuals are mostly basedammmon identity, such as a kinship
group and shared religious understanding. Sualpgrare normally small and
somewhat isolated with significant overlap betwesigious, political, and economic
spheres of activity, a lack of individual autonoamd privacy, relative uniformity in
practices and attitudes, and repressive sanctiamsing individual transgressions
(Morrison 2006, 165). Conversely, in societiesrabterized by organic solidarity, the
social bonds and obligations between individuatésmaostly based on the occupational
roles these individuals serve within a larger systégth significant division of labour and
the contracts they establish between them. Sudbtses have large populations with
specialized and therefore more interdependent mesnléh increased autonomy based
on laws establishing individual rights and freed@nd laws concerned more with
restitution than repression (Morrison 168).

Durkheim saw the growth of organic solidarity lmelimked closely with the
increase in population density and the rise oésith Europe during the $@entury. As
individuals from different kinship lineages andigedus affiliations lived closer together
and were made to cooperate under more centralagdal authorities, the obligations
and sanctions of their previous affiliations becartendrance to cooperation and,
consequently, the “gaps” between different mechadlyisolid groups lessened and the
importance of such obligations and sanctions dishiad (Durkheim 1893: 1933, 258-
260).

The moral results of this shift, Durkheim argueghat religious rules lose their

importance in providing social solidarity and, cegsently, people invoke them less
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often. Further, in botfihe Elementary Forms of Religious L{f®12 (1995)) and in his
essay “Individualism and the Intellectuals,” Durkheargues that societies always hold
certain phenomena as “sacred,” as opposed to ‘ipedfand that, in modern,
industrialized society, with its organic bonds begw individuals, the individual, rather
than the group, is the most sacred phenomenondQaland Gerteis 2007).

In 1898, a Jewish officer in the French militatybert Dreyfus, stood convicted
of treason for selling military secrets but newadence had proven his innocence. The
French military, however, would not release Dreyfastead adding new charges and
more time to his sentence. Durkheim wrote “Indingtism and the Intellectuals” in
response to the resulting controversy, which sawynaacusing all intellectuals who
supported Dreyfus with trying to sow individualigmd anarchy. In it, he argued that
rather than individualism leading to anarchy, indinalism was the founding moral
sentiment of modern, industrialized society (Calhand Gerteis 2007). An individual's
rights, Durkheim argued, had become “sacred inithel sense of the word” and
“whoever makes an attempt on a man’s life, a mimesty, on a man’s honour, inspires
in us a feeling of horror analogous in every watht which the believer experiences
when he sees his idol profaned” (Durkheim 1898 8)946).

Utilizing Durkheim’s distinction between organiocamechanical solidarity then,
and the changes in what people take as “sacredcawgerhaps better understand the
shift in the moral evaluation of religion. Rathiean being a key basis for the common
identity and repressive sanctions necessary focdbperative success of the group,
religion becomes in organically solid societiesrastitution seeking to impose limits and

penalties on the sacred individual, whose contigiouo the group is occupational and

248



who receives in return a degree of autonomy andiohaal rights. Religious beliefs and
rules, in this new environment, offend the sacegtlar than express it.

Like Durkheim and other interpreters of sociatdrg, Charles Taylor holds that
the change in moral sentiments in the West hadteeisinom the change in social
conditions. In Taylor's terms, what has occurethat new social conditions have given
rise to a new “moral order” and “social imaginarghéat is, ideas, in some cases explicit
and in some cases implicit, about what makes g@re@er member of the society and
what the society is “about” (2004).

For Taylor, however, the shift to the modern sliaeaginary, which he
characterizes as a “system of mutual benefit” imvg individuals with both rights and
mutual obligations to support and improve the systeegins long before f'&entury
industrialization (2004; 2007). Rather, it hasoitgins in both the common purpose of
Reformist Christianity and European governmenmmlé" century, to transform
populations into both good Christians and gooaeits for the benefit of the country,
and the writings of John Locke and Hugo Grotiuspwh the wake of the destructive
wars of religion in Europe, sought to establishséon of society as a group of rational
social agents working together in a system thatlvbalp each one attain a degree of
autonomy and happiness. According to Locke, gavents became legitimate not
according to divine mandate, but by whether orthey established a system benefiting
their citizens (Taylor 2004; 2007).

Taylor argues that for Grotius, Locke, and mangri@/estern thinkers, the
method by which the system of mutual benefit wasedmproved was human reason,

considered to be given by God but which did noteteloon God for its continued
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operation. Thus the image of society held by mu#ividuals was that of a system of
mutual benefit involving rational social agentsngstheir rational abilities to improve
their own and others conditions through their oetigms. The moral yardstick for
judging religious beliefs and behaviours, thendgedly became how such beliefs and
behaviours helped or hindered the system of muneraéfit of individuals pursing their
own self-interest and happiness through reason.

Utilizing Taylor’s discussion of the origins oféhmodern social imaginary, we
can further understand the moral rejection of maagitional forms of Christianity, and
religion in general, that swept Europe from th& t8ntury forward. Most forms of
traditional religion laud mystery and paradox rati@n reason, which is the method by
which mankind is to improve the system of mutualdfg. Most forms are authoritarian
in general and concerned specifically with the deoi personal pleasure in particular
and therefore violate principles of the freedonthef individual to pursue their own
happiness. All forms present problematic theodiarewhich current suffering is not
eliminated through the application of reason withisystem of mutual benefit but in
some uncertain future state. And finally, manyfsrof Christianity seek political
authority over the behaviour of individuals andréfore, threaten the secular political
authorities which are working to further the systeihmutual benefit (Taylor 2007, 305).

Whether a move from mechanical to organic soltgafiom gemeinschaft to
gesellschaft, or from a social imaginary of a comityuof saints or a righteous kingdom
to a system of mutual benefit, the changes in njodgment are stark. From judging
religious figures and clerics as messengers anéseptatives of divine authority on

earth to judging them as oppressors of individiba&rty and from engaging in public cat-
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burning as a sport in f&entury Paris (Davies 1998) to passing animalltriews and
public service projects in the “Age of Pain” (ClerlPierce quoted in Turner 1985, 206),
Westerns:

“...learned the doctrine that evil means pain, ardrévolt against pain in

all its forms has grown more and more marked. Fsonieties for the

prevention of cruelty to animals up to socialisne, @press in numberless

ways the notion that suffering is a wrong which barand ought to be
prevented. (Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. 1885, quatedurner 1985, 206)

The Effects of Evolution

While social scientists and historians have sotmhhk changing moral sentiments to
changing socio-cultural conditions, evolutionarglbgists and psychologists have
documented and attempted to explain commonalifie®wnative judgment. They have
found evidence of a common moral sense or “gramiftéatiser 2006) beneath the
surface variation of differing moral sentiments &ade investigated how natural
selection may have worked to give rise to the dognunderpinnings of such
commonalities.

The majority of the work on the origins of morglih the human species in the
second half of the 20century has not specifically been concerned ighdrigins of
moral sentiment and judgment, but rather with whaearchers considered moral
behaviour, altruism, or cooperation. This canX@aned, in part, by the ascendance of
the gene-centred theory of evolution in the 196tk the work of W.D. Hamilton
(1963, 1964) and George Williams (1966) and thenat to explain how apparently

altruistic behaviour could be a stable evolutiorstrgtegy for organisms to pursue, given
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the fact that benefiting others at the expenseetelf should end up allowing others to
have higher genetic fitness and, consequentlypfilihe tendency to be selfless.

Evolutionary biologists have attempted to answesr tiddle by arguing for the
existence and evolutionary logic of several behadbpatterns, including kin selection
(Hamilton 1963, 1964), reciprocal altruism (Trivéa®71, 1985), and indirect reciprocity
(Alexander 1987). W.D. Hamilton argued in the 1'866br instance, that genes that help
cause an individual to behave in ways that proladger benefits for that individual's
genetic relatives than the costs of such behavtlre individual should increase in a
population, with the result of many individuals shiog altruistic behaviour toward close
kin.2® Robert Trivers argued in the 1970's that appéyetruistic behaviour toward
non-kin could evolve within a system in which saats would later be reciprocated to
the original altruist and non-reciprocators woudddenied further acts of altruism by the
original altruist. Richard Alexander, in an efftostunderstand human cooperation and
what he called “moral systems,” argued in the 18804t human cooperation and moral
systems were the result of “indirect reciprocity,behavioural strategy in which
individuals can select cooperators and altruisesxabange partners and ostracize known
non-cooperators based on the information providegdssip and reputation.

While the main purpose of the these theories exfiain altruistic and
cooperative behaviour, they also include explanatior the rise of normative
sentiments, that is, intuitive judgments about lealvéour’s status as right or wrong, as

these sentiments provide the proximate mechanigmgizh the evolutionary

8 It should be noted that the calculation of theso$ an altruistic act and the potential benefitthe kin
recipient are not consciously calculated in thechohthe individual, as anthropologist Marshall Bzh
believed when he criticized the theory of kin seétetbased on ethnographic evidence showing that mo
indigenous societies around the world do not uaetifsns and are, therefore, unable to compare custis
and benefits in the way required by Hamilton’s r{8ahlins 1977).
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advantageous behaviours are performed. Kin sefedbr instance, helps give rise to the
intuitive view that compassion towards kin in néed proper course of action and that
the harming of one’s close kin is morally wrong,iltthe systems of direct and indirect
reciprocity are said to give rise to “moralistiaqyagssion” and anger towards non-
reciprocators and non-cooperators and give riggiilband shame towards oneself in
response to one’s own non-cooperative behavioan1988, Alexander 1987, Trivers
1971)%

Such moral sentiments and behaviours are saidwe émerged because they
benefit particular genes within their individuakgars in competition with the other
genes existing within individuals in the same pafioh. More recently, a number of
biological anthropologists and psychologists hagei@d that, in addition to such
intragroup competition, another set of moral seatita and behavioural dispositions
have arisen in response to the conditions cregtedimpeting, symbolically defined
groups, or, in other words, cultures (Brewer anddZael 2006; Henrich 2004; Richerson
and Boyd 2005; Wilson 2002). Under this cultunaup selection account, which is
thought by its proponents to not suffer the saneetsbmings as theories of genetic
group selectioff a set of “tribal social instincts” (Richerson adyd 2005) evolves in

order to allow individuals to take advantage ofteaefits of living in strongly

8 Dennis Krebs, in his review of the literature be evolution of morality, points out that kin selen on
its own may not be enough to result in such casergtiments towards offspring and other kin but that
sexual selection may also have been involved,disiduals preferentially select mates who displasireg
behaviour towards their own kin in order to be#tesure better care for that individual's offspr{2905).
8 Accounts of genetic group selection, which ardu genes resulting in individuals behaving in ways
detrimental to their own genetic fitness but berialfito the group as a whole, face the problem of
migration. Migration introduces genes encouradieg-riding into the population that outcompete the
genes encouraging the group-beneficial behaviorsymbolically defined cultural groups, howee
inherited variation is cultural and migrants arsimélated to group norms through the mechanisms of
punishment and conformity, allowing sufficientlyabte between group variation for the purposes of
selection (Price 1970; Richerson and Boyd 2005).
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cooperative, symbolically marked groups. Examplehese tribal social instincts
include a psychology that “expects” social lifectmtain moral norms and is prepared to
learn and internalize them, that expects the seaald to be divided into symbolically
marked groups, and that includes the emotionsarheh guilt, and moralistic aggression
against norm-violating ingroup members and disaration against outgroup members

(Richerson and Boyd 2005).

The Construction of Moral Sentiments

Taking into account both the literatures of soamthropology and history as well
as those of evolutionary anthropology and psychplegves us in a situation in which
we have evidence of both significant variabilitynmoral sentiments, cross-culturally and
chronologically, as well as significant uniformis represented by the universality of
kin favouritism, moralistic aggression towards remoperators, and commitments to
symbolically marked ingroups. It seems clear bah evolved cognitive mechanisms
and socio-cultural conditions must be contribuiimghe construction of moral
sentiments. The critical questions, of course hamg they contribute to such sentiments
and, more specifically for the purposes of thisihiehow they contribute to an account
of the development of the strong atheist moral eomahtion of religious belief and
behaviour.

A promising answer to the former question, whithurn implies a promising
answer to the latter, is provided in the recentknairsocial psychologist Jonathan Haidt,
who argues that we can better understand variamlinoral sentiments by coming to

understand how different societies build culturalbecific virtues out of the raw material
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provided by evolved moral intuitions. For Haidicgeties are not free to create and
sustain all possible normative judgments. Ratm@man beings possess a set of
universal moral foundations, intuitive systems tt@istrain the range of actual
normative sentiments we find. The specific, cualiyrrelative moral sentiments that
anthropologists, historians, and other scholarsudis, such as those in the West prior to
the Reformation and industrialization and thoserdftese developments, are not simply
the creations of social structures and culturaliti@ns but joint constructions of these
structures and traditions and the set of univergahl intuitions in the minds of the
individuals living within these structures and wittose traditions. Explicit norms that
have no foundation in the moral intuitions, accogdio Haidt and his colleagues, will not
survive as moral nornfS.

Haidt and his collaborators (Haidt and Joseph 20088; Haidt and Graham
2007; Haidt and Kesebir 2009) agree with the evahairy anthropologists and
psychologists mentioned above that natural selettas equipped human beings with an
innate set of moral intuitions and that these trdos include those encouraging kin and
reciprocal altruisni’ Further, they cite evidence provided by evoluigrpsychologists
and anthropologists for the existence of an insatef moral intuitions supporting
ingroup loyalty (Kurzban, Tooby, and Cosmides 2Ritherson and Boyd 2005),
evidence from primatologists and comparative pshadists for the existence of an

innate set of intuitions supporting deference tilhvatity and the negotiation of hierarchy

8 Such a selectionist account of morality bearsikisy resemblance to Dan Sperber’s epidemiological
approach to culture, as reviewed above. Thistsocdental, as Haidt and Joseph specificallyudisc
their attraction to Sperber’s framework (Haidt dodeph 2008).

87 Haidt is well aware of the problems surrounding abthe word “innate” (Elman et al. 1996) and stey
precise in his usage of the term, utilizing therdgbn of Gary Marcus (2004): “organized in adearof
experience.” For Haidt and his colleagues, “thegs create the first drafts of our brains, bueeepce in
our families and cultures then edits those draftsroduce unique individuals and divergent cultures
(Haidt and Graham 2007).
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(DeWall 1982; Boehm 1999), and evidence from pshatists and anthropologists for
the existence of the universal emotion of disgusesponse to potential contagions
(Rozin et al 2000).

From this body of evidence, as well as previouskviny Shweder et al. (1997)
that utilized cluster analysis of interview datanfr residents of the city of Bhubaneswar,
India to argue for the existence of three “ethmsimoral discourseautonomy,
community, and divinityHaidt and his colleagues argue for the existendire
foundational domains of moral intuitiofis. They label these five foundations 1)
harm/care, 2) fairness/reciprocity, 3) ingroup/lbyad) authority/respect, and 5)
purity/sanctity (Haidt and Joseph 2008). Eachete foundations is said to result from
particular adaptive challenges, have certain adajgind actual triggers (what Sperber
has labelled proper and actual domaffigind characteristic emotions. The harm/care
foundation, for example, solves the adaptive chgkeof protecting and caring for

young, vulnerable, and injured kin, has as its prapgger the presence or prospect of

8 Moral intuition is defined by Haidt and colleagusess“the sudden appearance in consciousnessttar at
fringe of consciousness, of an evaluative feellikg{dislike, good-bad) about the character oraxdiof a
person, without any conscious awareness of having ghrough steps of search, weighing evidence, or
inferring a conclusion” (Haidt and Bjorklund 20088). By arguing that moral thought is primarily a
matter of intuition over reasoning, Haidt and cafjaes are joining a longstanding philosophical and
psychological debate, as David Hume argued foethetional nature of morality while Immanuel Kant
argued for its rational nature and, more recepsygchologist Lawrence Kohlberg argued for a sixgsta
account of moral development based on the growtbsfract reasoning ability (1969). The evidemce i
favor of the view that moral judgments are primarihough not exclusively, a matter of intuition,
however, is quite strong. Haidt and Kesebir (20@®)ew evidence from numerous research programs
pointing to the critical role of intuition and et in moral judgment, from the existence of rapid
judgments of trustworthiness (Todorov et al 20@5he fact that both moral decisions in generaliand
economic games depend on brain regions devotetidtian (Damasio 1994; Sanfey et al. 2003) to the
fact that 6-10 month old infants preferentiallyaiedior helping rather than hampering figures (Hamli
Wynn, and Bloom 2007) to the fact that experiméyiaducing feelings of disgust causes participdots
judge norm violators more harshly (Wheatley anddtiaD05) to the existence of “moral dumbfoundirey,”
situation arising when an individual immediatelgdges an act to be morally wrong but cannot forneutat
rational reason why (Haidt and Hirsh 2001).

89 Sperber (1994) refers to the set of objects thaigaitive module was “designed” to detect asyttuper
domainfor that module. He contrasts the proper domath thieactual domainwhich is the set of all
objects that in fact trigger the module.
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young, vulnerable, or injured kin, has a much wikgrof actual triggers (including
young animals of a variety of species and everooartharacters), and produces the
characteristic emotional response of compassiamila8ly, the ingroup/loyalty
foundation solves the adaptive challenge of reafiiegbenefits of group cooperation, has
as its proper triggers threats and challengesetgtbup but a larger set of actual triggers
including loyalty to particular sports teams, amdduces the characteristic emotional
responses of group pride, belongingness, and igajas traitors (Haidt and Joseph
2008)%°

Haidt and colleagues do not argue, however, thet sniversal moral intuitions
are all there is to the full-fledged moral sentitsene find in the minds of actual people.
They are not completed “drafts” of our moral sertms. Rather, they provide intuitive
foundations,” organized in advance of experientlegt social norms can tap into in order
to gain acceptance and commitment. The developofexdmplete, actual moral
sentiments, they argue, involves not only the tidns of “rightness” and “wrongness”
provided by the five moral foundations, but alse #tquisition of categories of action
given by a particular society and language, sudlessbetrayals, and favours, and the
categories of personal characteristics such as\ksgland cruelty, loyalty and cowardice,
and trustworthiness and dishonesty, the more pesiti which are normally labelled as
virtues (Haidt and Joseph 2008).

Haidt and his colleagues reference the extendilegmphical literature on virtue
ethics but argue for a basic conception of virtsiécharacteristics of a person that are

morally praiseworthy” and express their explicitegment with philosopher John

% For a full chart outlining the five foundationsttwitheir respective adaptive challenges, properaamtatl
domains, characteristic emotions, and relevanpsouaitural virtues, see the Appendix G.
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Dewey’s conception of virtue as “dynamic pattersiodg perception, emotion, judgment,
and action” (Haidt and Joseph 2008, 20). Virtaesording to Haidt, are social skills
and to possess them is to have a mind construgtddtbat particular stimuli elicit
socially appropriate emotional reactions, motivagicand behaviours. In a society that
emphasizes caring for others and keeping them framm, for example, the virtue of
kindness can be defined as being sensitive toresmtf social interaction involving the
well-being of others and having the motivation ¢bia such a way as to improve their
well-being. Similarly, in a society that emphasipgoper hierarchy and authority, the
virtue of deference can be defined as being seadii features of social interaction
involving the social roles and ranks of those imedl and having the motivation to act in
such a way as to show proper respect for thoseedahigher than oneself. A virtuous
person, then, “is one who has the proper automedictions to ethically relevant events
and states of affairs, for example, another pesssuffering, an unfair distribution of a
good, a dangerous but necessary mission” (Haidtlaseph 2004).

According to the moral foundations theory of Hadt his colleagues, such
virtues are cultivated in the minds of individuptsmarily through the use of narratives
involving virtuous exemplars. Through narratives ather references to those
characters or persons that a particular societyshtol be emblematic of the virtues and
behaviours that the society values, an individs@creasingly trained to experience
moral emotions in response to particular setsiofudt (Haidt and Joseph 2004, 2008;
Haidt and Kesebir 2009). A frequently told stamyoine society may involve an
individual protecting another member of the socfetyn a third party because of how

much the heroic individual cared for this perstieréby associating care and protection
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with praiseworthiness in the minds of recipiemsfrequently told story in another
society may involve an individual killing anotheember of the society in order to
appease the gods, keep the society “pure,” and @ltw prosper, thereby associating
group loyalty and sanctity with praiseworthinesshi@ minds of recipients. Individuals
in both societies have the same moral foundatigetsf these individuals receive
different narratives about how such moral feeliagsto be understood in relation to
particular social concepts and behaviours congligtexer time, they are likely to have
different moral reactions to the same act, sudmasdividual from a society focused
more exclusively on harm/care and fairness/recipr@xperiencing moral outrage at a
human sacrifice in a society that focuses morengroup/loyalty, purity/sanctity, and
authority/respect. One has acquired the virtugenrig sensitive to the welfare of others
and interprets such an act as a grievous moratiaol, as the moral foundation of
harm/care has been emphasized in his society’athaes involving killing. The other
has acquired the virtue of being sensitive to dgplof commitment and personal
sacrifice for the good of the society and consetiyémterprets such an act as a morally
righteous action deserving of great praise, asnbial foundations of purity/sanctity,
authority/respect, and ingroup/loyalty have beepleasized in his society’s narratives
involving killing.

With this account of the construction of moralts@ents from both innate moral
intuitions and socio-culturally relative virtueseware able to better explain the historical
changes in moral sentiments in the West discusgetdidh scholars as Durkheim and
Taylor. These scholars were apt in their perceptifosuch changes and their relation to

social structures. Yet, given the amount of evigefor universal moral intuitions
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provided by the evolutionary and cognitive sciensesh accounts are, at best,
incomplete. Haidt's account allows us to bettegglaix the historical process because it
can do so in a way consistent with the findingghefcognitive sciences.

A large-scale change in the moral sentimentspaffaulation over time is not
merely a matter of a new “story” about moralitytloe social construction of new norms
to fit new interests, but rather a change in themeain which the innate moral intuitions
of individuals in those populations are being erghlgy narrative and praise. Haidt
refers to such changes as changes in “emphasisieorarious moral foundations. The
moral sentiments in the minds of most individualsnodern Western civilization are not
merely the result of a shift to gesellschatft, thmmprganic solidarity or a system of
mutual benefit, but rather the result of a shiftnaral emphasis toward the harm/care and
the fairness/reciprocity foundations, at the expasfangroup/loyalty, respect/authority,
and purity/sanctity.

For Haidt, many of the sociologists concerned sitbh changes, including
Tonnies and Durkheim, are correct in their ideadifion of the social and economic
changes that drove changes in moral sentiment:aftWemobility, technology,
education, and cultural diversity—all of these éastweaken the historical
interdependence of people within a longstandingroanity, and free individuals to
construct lives for themselves guided by their queferences. As that happens, the
relative importance of the five foundations shiffsfaidt and Graham 2009). Haidt and
his colleagues are clear in saying that the chaimge®mral sentiments occurred not
merely because social conditions changed, but Isecafua joint process between those

new conditions and a universal set of moral inbais. What Haidt and his colleagues are
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less clear about is how this “shift” actually oaadt in historical time. How is it that
such changes in socio-economic conditions causepl@éo emphasize some moral
norms and virtues over others such that we canldgispeak of a shift of “emphasis?”

A tentative but plausible answer can be foundhvendhanging demands made on
individuals for success and, consequently, thei@gthat families, other guardians, and
peers emphasize more frequently and forcefully &uning individuals. That is, in order
to succeed in a society characterized by geseftsahd organic solidarity, which
requires them to work alongside others from diffiéien groups, denominations, and
ethnic identities, an individual must often lintieir enthusiasm for such ingroups.
Further, they must recognize the importance ofrecity and contracts, from the receipt
of their compensation for work to the contractualigations between those engaged in
business. Once business enterprises begin to sa@kedemands on their employees, the
characteristics needed for social and economicesscchange.

Given that close kin and other guardians wishHeir children to succeed in
society, an obvious prediction of kin selectionaityein social species, it is highly likely
that many families began to lessen the frequendyf@cefulness of their narrative
discourse and praise concerning strong ingroup doment and loyalty. There would be
less motivation, for example, for repeating navediinvolving loyal, selfless individuals
who sacrifice all personal gain to avenge an insuét family member or a member of
their religious denomination or pure individualsomvoid the “unclean” members of
other religious and ethnic groups. There wouldnoee motivation, however, to point
out socially and financially successful individuftlsm within the family or surrounding

community as virtuous exemplars.
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Further, in the emerging Western societies, thudi@iduals who have peers
participating in the “system of mutual benefit”@lmgh employment and other activities,

would have increased exposure to both the syssati &nd those individuals whose

moral sentiments were changing. Thus, even iyaslikely the case, many members of

older generations saw few changes in their moraireents, many younger individuals
would still be exposed to both narrative and soek@mples of the system of mutual
benefit.

The consequences of all this would be that, ofemegenerations, individuals
would have grown up having received much less exgo® narratives and praise
regarding the virtues of ingroup/loyalty, respeattf@rity, and purity/sanctity. Thus,
while these individuals would all still possess timversal moral intuitions supporting
such virtues, they would interpret a wider rangstohuli in terms of the moral
sentiments that had been more greatly emphasizbeaimupbringing, those based on
harm/care and fairness/reciprocity.

The above account is, of course, highly specidati@iven the paucity of data
concerning how parents, guardians, and peerseadilarrative and social example in
everyday discourse during the period of nationtibreand industrialization in the West,
it is likely to remain so. Itis, however, a plés account of how the social changes
involved in the West’s transition from mechaniaabtganic solidarity, from
gemeinschaft to gesellschaft, and from a kingdodaioed by God to a system of mutual
benefit, could work to change the moral sentimehiadividuals, given that those
individuals all possess the universal set of mimtaiitions identified by Haidt and his

colleagues.
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While the construction of moral sentiment in Wes¢es from the 16-19"
centuries is a process about which data are véfiguli to access, the construction of
moral sentiments in Westerners today is less $e claim of Haidt and his colleagues is
that many Westerners today, especially those abgett the moral status of more
conservative and traditional religious teachingd practices, possess moral sensibilities
based primarily on the moral foundations of harm@@nd fairness/reciprocity, with
relatively underdeveloped moral sensibilities basedgroup loyalty, deference to
authority, and sanctified purity. If this is sogwhould be able to examine the moral
sentiments of these individuals and find them noaregcerned with the harm/care and
fairness/reciprocity and to examine the procesgeasghich they obtained these
sentiments were constructed and find them to irevalsrrative examples emphasizing
the importance of virtues related to harm/carefairdess/reciprocity.

While much of the ethnographic data above conogrsirong atheism’s rejection
of religion is relevant in supporting Haidt’'s clasi also managed to collect preliminary
but suggestive data, through both survey questiodsopen conversations, about both
the moral sentiments of non-theists, includingregratheists, as well as about the
processes by which they came to possess such seidgimAll of this data supports the
claim that strong atheists possess moral sentinfieatsled primarily, if not exclusively,
on the “liberal” moral foundations of harm/care datiness/reciprocity and that the
emphasis that parents and other guardians platteediffering foundations through
narrative examples and moral exemplars is a saanififactor in determining the moral

sentiments of maturing individuals.
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Within a survey for both theists and non-theistanbedded the twenty-item
version of Haidt's Moral Foundations Questionngvd=Q).°* The MFQ consists of two
sets of questions, the first of which asks paréioig to rate how relevant certain concerns
are when they when they decide “whether somettamight or wrong,” the second of
which asks participants to rate the extent to wiihey agree or disagree with particular
normative statements, and both of which utilizéxgsint scale. In the first set of
guestions, for example, participants are askedt®such items as “whether or not
someone suffered emotionally” and “whether or mohsone cared for someone weak or
vulnerable” in terms of how relevant they are teitimoral decision making. Their
answers suggest the importance of the harm/carel&tion in their moral thinking.
Similarly, the items “whether or not someone’s @asi showed love for his or her
country” and “whether or not someone did somethigetray his or her group” are
included in order to establish the importance efitigroup/loyalty foundation in the
participants’ moral sentiments. In the secondseuestions, participants were asked to
rate their agreement or disagreement with itemhb asc'Justice is the most important
requirement for a society” to establish the impoactof the fairness/reciprocity
foundation and “People should be loyal to theirifgmmembers, even when they have
done something wrong” to establish the importarfda@ingroup/loyalty foundatioft

Haidt and his colleagues follow the terminologyAmherican political discourse
in labelling an individuals moral sentiments as engrogressive” or more

“conservative,” with progressive morality being ra@xclusively concerned with

1 Haidt also offers a thirty item version, which pesses a higher measure of scale reliability, ivenghe
fact that this questionnaire was to be embeddeumd@ much larger questionnaire for theists and non
theists, | chose the twenty item scale in ordéessen demand on participants.

2 The entire Moral Foundations Questionnaire cafobad in Appendix H.
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harm/care and fairness/reciprocity at the expeh#iged'conservative” foundations of
ingroup/loyalty, authority/respect, and purity/sttycand conservative morality showing
a relatively equal emphasis on all five foundati@@saham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009).
Consequently, each individual participant receméprogressivism” score equalling the
average rating of all the items pertaining to haaré and fairness/reciprocity minus the
average rating of all the items pertaining to ingrboyalty, authority/respect, and
purity/sanctity. Individuals who rate progressiweral items as more relevant get
positive scores while individuals who rate conseveamoral items as more relevant get
negative scores. Possible scores range from66ttmugh these extremes are highly
unlikely (Haidt and Graham 2007).

For the 661 non-theists who took the MFQ, the ayerprogressivism score was
1.94 (SD=.94), nearly identical to the average psgivism score of individuals who
rated themselves as “extremely liberal” in a langéne survey conducted by Haidt and
Graham (2007). Of the 774 participants, 71.8%dwmies over 1.00, 50.9% had scores
over 2.00, and 14.9% had scores over 3.00. Télimgly 1.9%, or 15 individual non-
theists had negative progressivism scores.

Even with a much smaller sample of theists takiregMFQ (N=25), the
difference between theists and non-theists in @sxjvism scores is statistically
significant and meaningful, with theists havingaserage progressivism score of 1.00
(SD=1.11), (t=4.91, df=684, p<.001, two-tailed).

Many of the comments from non-theists after catipy the MFQ, while
expressing concern over the abstract nature ajukstions, revealed more explicit

statements of their moral sentiments and showedlgltheir basis in harm/care and
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fairness/reciprocity. A 23 year old male from thi€ who identifies as atheist, non-
theist, and humanist depending on context, for gtemvrites that,

“These questions are quite abstract, and quitediffto answer using the

system above. So to clarify, | put the individuestfin all considerations,

except those conditions wherein the desires ohdividual or minority

actually (directly) impinge on that of the majoritydo NOT see tradition

as any form of authority that 'has to' or indeédtdd be' adhered to. | also

count patriotism amongst this fallacy. | am no étd would not want to

be and | would not expect anyone's loyalty on th&idof nationality or

tradition. True loyalty comes from friendship whishsomething far more

intimate than concepts of large groups.”

Similarly, a 46 year old female non-theist from thated States wrote that, “To me, the
test of ‘right or wrong’ is basically whether ortrebmeone (or something) else suffered
in some way- physically, mentally, or emotionallny other considerations are
secondary.”

All of the data presented above, both quantitadive qualitative, supports the
claims of Haidt and his colleagues regarding theaffoundations of those identifying
themselves as “liberal,” or “progressive,” and #ago have moral objections to
traditional (i.e. conservative) religious beliefghich place a great deal of emphasis on
remaining loyal to the religious group, respecting authority of supernatural agents and
their human representatives, and keeping bothmidigidual and the group sanctified and
pure. The moral sentiments of nearly all non-tisdisurveyed, spoke with, and whose
opinions | read in blogs and books, are firmly lobbge harm/care and
fairness/reciprocity, with minimal reliance on fleeindations of ingroup/loyalty,
authority/respect, and purity/sanctity.

Preliminary evidence from both the online surveg apen-ended conversations

also supports the claim that being exposed to thaesand discourse stressing harm/care
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and fairness/reciprocity is an important causénefdevelopment of such moral
sentiments. Survey questions concerning what nvataks parents and guardians
emphasized while non-theistic participants werewyng up reveal that parents and
guardians of non-theists emphasize the liberal hiouadations of harm/care and
fairness/reciprocity. Moreover, open-ended su@yments, as well as open-ended
conversations from my fieldwork reveal the impodaiof narrative example in this
construction of moral sentiment.

Haidt and his colleagues argue that actual meratirments are the joint creation
of innate, universal moral intuitions and the nwes and examples communicated to an
individual that tap into these intuitions and chalrthem into socio-culturally specific
virtues, such as kindness or deference. If thisdsed the case, we should find that
those individuals with moral sentiments more firrahsed on the foundations of
harm/care and fairness/reciprocity had these faimumemphasized to a greater extent
during their upbringing by parents or other guandi&

In order to address this issue, | formulated gar@eliminary questions in the
latter stages of my research and asked participamtge the extent to which their parents
emphasized a) “the importance of compassion anagtmy b) the importance of
fairness and justice for all people (regardlessao€, class, and religion) c) “encourage
you to be patriotic about your country,” d) “thegortance of authority,” and e) “that the
sexual (e.g. homosexuality) or dietary (e.g. kglemd eating sheep in one's back garden)

practices of others were ‘disgusting.” All item&re ranked on a six point scale from 0

% A more comprehensive account of the constructfaang individual’s moral sentiments, of course,
would need to involve much more than what was ersighd to them by their parents but also take into
account the nature of the parental relationshiperotole models, and exposure to differing morélies
through media exposure. Such an account is beyansicope of the current investigation into noristime
but remains as a needed area of interdiscipliresgarch.
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(To no extent at all) to 6 (To a great extent) amuuded space for comments on the
guestion or specific instances that participantdcteecall when such values were
emphasized by their parents or guardians.

As expected, non-theists, with their moral sentitedased mostly on the
foundations of harm/care and fairness/reciprocégeived greater emphasis on the
liberal moral foundations (items 1-2) than the @mative moral foundations (items 3-5),
as revealed by a paired t-test: (Liberal foundetiblean= 3.91, SD=1.52; Conservative
foundations Mean=2.37, SD=1.23; t(484)=16.12, p¥)36 Judging from the comments
left after the question regarding the extent tochtparticipants’ parents emphasized the
importance of authority, this difference may adyhe more pronounced, as many
participants commented that they wished to disistgbetween their parents’ emphasis
on their own authority in the household and lafggstems” of authority such as the
state, a religion, or a company and that the fonmvess emphasized without the latter.
Others revealed that though they could say hon#sdlyauthority was “emphasized” to a
certain extent, it was not authority itself thatsweeing emphasized but the values this
authority upheld: “My parents recognized the intpnce of authority, but only in so far
as it was underpinned by principles of justicesrfass and respect.” Such sentiments
could also be found in comments on the item cormegmpatriotism, as many non-theists
commented that such patriotism was not necessardgnditional but rather the result of
a country’s upholding of the values of individuidldrty and justice. It is possible then,
that the difference in emphasis between the litamdlconservative moral foundations
during the upbringing of non-theists is even ma@punced than indicated in the above

statistic.

% For a graphical representation of this data, pleater to Appendix I.
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In addition to this significant difference betwddreral and conservative moral
emphasis, a small but significant correlation existtween the extent to which an
individual’s parents emphasized liberal moral foatinehs and their current progressivism
scores, suggesting that such emphasizing by paaadtguardians plays a role in the
determination of one’s moral sentiments (r=.134486; p=.003, two-tailed).

Haidt and colleagues argue that the primary wayhith societies construct
particular virtues, such as kindness, from innateaiintuitions, such as those of the
harm/care foundation, is narrative rather than i@ent. The parables of Jesus and the
hadith of Mohammed, they argue, seem much more prevadenoral instruction and
argument in everyday discourse than abstract pliesiHaidt and Joseph 2007). And
indeed, both the answers provided by participahtseoonline survey in the post-item
optional comments and the open-ended conversdtiwa with both theists and non-
theists the US, UK, and Denmark reveal that the@ry method of moral instruction is
narrative rather than argument. These narrativasotl normally take the form of
traditional stories, such as the parables of Jémywgever. Instead, the most common
moral narratives are created out of past or ongewamts, which many parents place
within a wider narrative context of divine judgmgemarxist revolution, or the institution
of ideal social conditions.

A 41 year old female Bright from Spain, for instanresponded after the question
on the emphasis on authority that her parents é&etlyidiscussed their negative
experiences under the Franco regime. This persotewhat her parents “made it clear”
that this type of authority was illegitimate andswéghtly opposed by many. Implicit in

this report is a narrative of the redemption ofiBpfom the unjust authoritarian rule of
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Franco to a more just democracy. From such exposhe writes, “I learned to be
critical about authority.”

A young atheist from Canada, however, wrote ipoese to the question
regarding patriotic loyalty to his country that thely patriotic instruction he remembered
receiving was discussion among his parents conmugmhat was wrong with the United
States, including its lack of universal health céoterance of poverty, and its desire to
impose its national interest around the globe @etkpense of the welfare of innocent
people. His sense of patriotism, then, came filoarfact that Canada is not like America
in these respects. The moral instruction presetitese comparisons is clear in that the
evaluation of the United States is based on thedation of harm/care and
fairness/reciprocity; it is wrong to not providaedo those who need it or to impose
one’s will on others simply because one is powezhdugh to do so.

In addition to such responses to items on theestiflvspoke with several
individuals about the formation of their sense afrality by their parents. Nearly all
brought up the role of media, such as newspapersedevision news broadcasts, in
triggering such instruction; relatively few, by ¢mast, mentioned specific bodies of
moral teaching such as the parables of Jesus tattithof Mohammed. A twenty-five
year old male theist from the United States, farmsgle, discussed his religious
upbringing and how his mother frequently would @ié to instruct him through
comments on stories in the newspaper. “She wawlkl &t a story about something like
casinos getting built somewhere in the state analdvost launch into this speech on
how these sinners would be brought low before Gmdeslay. That Jesus was coming

back and he would judge those that gambled, bo@retidefiled themselves.” Such a
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speech embeds a morality of sanctified purity @spect for authority within a narrative
framework from the Christian tradition regarding flature judgment of individuals for
their sins.

Similarly, a middle-aged self-identifying “stroagheist” from the United
Kingdom recalled how her older sister, an avid Nitr¥requently commented on news
stories in the 1980’s about the rise of “corpof@#pitalist greed around the world.”
“She would talk about how women used to be unogaetand people were all pretty
much equal back before private property and refigibowed men to take over
everything and how the world we live in now is jttst result of that same process run-
amok... Every once in a while she would talk abelat it would be like after true
Communism was instituted everywhere and peopledvallibe treated fairly and women
would no longer be oppressed by men and religiogené.” Such discourse embeds a
morality of harm/care and fairness/reciprocity with narrative framework from the
Marxist tradition regarding the origins of inequyakand the coming of a more just,
sexually equal, and irreligious society when Caisita gives way to Communism.

The above evidence, though provisional, suppbgsatcount of Haidt and
colleagues. It appears that, though all humangseshare a set of moral intuitions as a
result of their common evolutionary heritage, tise of narrative and social example can
work to develop certain of these intuitions intotgallar moral sentiments and virtues.
Such an account, combined with the historical awila analyses of figures such as
Durkheim and Taylor, yields a more comprehensieant of the production of moral
sentiments in opposition to many forms of religibadief and practice, both historically

and individually. As Western society came to psedke characteristics of organic
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solidarity, gesellschaft, and a system of mutualdhi¢ the virtues associated with
ingroup loyalty, deference to authority, and sdisxtipurity became less and less
associated with social and economic success. @Quasdy, those virtues associated
with the foundations of harm/care and fairnesspreciity became to be seen as most, if
not all, of morality, a process labelled by Haidtlathers as “the great narrowing”
(Haidt and Kesebir 2009). Once these moral semtisngre in place, many individuals
view traditional religious doctrines, such as sitb8bnary atonement and eternal
punishment as immoral in that they violate morahgples of justice, empathy, and
individual liberty. These are precisely the charlgad at the feet of religions and the
religious by strong atheists, who possess both Inserdgiments based firmly on
harm/care and fairness/reciprocity as well as aesefnvirtue regarding limiting one’s
beliefs to whatever can be established empiri¢dhligugh the sciences and rationally
through the proper use of one’s own mind.

The answer, then, to the question of how the nmatdemnation of religion
associated with strong atheism comes about, teehat the social arrangements of the
modern West encouraged a shift in emphasis away tine more conservative intuitive
moral foundations while keeping and even strengtitethe use of the more liberal
intuitive moral foundations in the constructionsoicial virtues and moral sentiments.
With these sentiments in place, many individuatgéhlyeligious and non-religious,
rejected as immoral many of the doctrines and esbf Christianity in the West.
Many individuals sought to alter the religious dowts and practices in order to bring
them more in line with the moral foundations ofrharare and fairness/reciprocity.

Many others embraced the Victorian virtue of “maa8s” of belief, originally
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propagated from within the Christian tradition itse the form of “masculine
Christianity.” Such individuals, who saw traditadmeligious beliefs and practices as
offensive to their sense of compassion and justicerell as a type of mental weakness
that one must steel oneself against, became saibregsts. They do not merely lack the
belief in the existence of supernatural agencyy ffasses moral sentiments holding such

beliefs to be harmful to both individuals and ste®
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Chapter 8. Strong Atheism: Varying Intensity

The moral rejection of religious beliefs and prees and the drive to keep such things
away from government and to make others think m@tsonally” was, for quite some
time in the 18 and early 19 centuries, a matter of individuals expressing stietvs,
sometimes only to themselves in private diariee atthorities in many countries at the
time still viewed atheism and anti-clericalism aditically dangerous. From the mid-19
century forward however, individuals with such vgelegan to organize themselves into
a variety of civil groups, some concerned primawith keeping governments secular,
others concerned primarily with spreading ratidhalight, others still concerned
primarily with providing supportive communities frose seeking to live “moral lives”
without traditional religious belief. All of thegerms of “irreligion,” to use the term of
sociologist Colin Campbell (1971), found traditibneligion to be an immoral institution
and sought to, in one way or another, combat dtubh their collective effort®

Through an examination of the history and presattis of such groups
internationally, two points become clear. Firshile it is true that there exist several
different types of groups with both unique and tefgping objectives, a key division can
be made between those groups seeking to aboligiorefrom the public sphere, and
from the minds of human minds in general, which @Ghefl labels as “abolitionist”
groups, and those groups seeking to form a nosttbeilternative to religious
communities, which Campbell labels as “substitudiet” groups (1971). Second, both

the histories of such groups within individual ctigs, from the 19 century to today, as

9 campbell defines irreligion as “those beliefs aotions which are expressive of attitudes of hibstir
indifference toward the prevailing religion, togettwith indications of the rejection of its demah@71,
21).
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well as international comparisons in the presemcesérength of such groups reveals that
strong atheist activity, which includes joining anigzations, attending meetings, writing
letters, articles and books, and expressing stycatteistic views, is significantly and
dramatically affected by the threats posed to #ystem of mutual benefit” and
“individual liberty” by religious people in a giveime and place. The more religious
individuals and groups in the West attempt to iafice government policy according to

their religious beliefs, the more strong atheisivéy we see in response.

From Individuals to Movements

In the 17" and 18 centuries, strong atheism was found in the Westenwritings of
individuals, not in the founding documents of origations. The French Catholic priest
Jean Meslier (1664-1729) was one of the first gfratheists in modern Western history,
though hisTestamentvas only found after his death. In it, Mesliegwed against the
existence of both the Christian God and the De@l éhd also expressed his hatred of
religious morality and organized religion itsel§, ia clear from his statement (a version
of which was also attributed to Denis Diderot) ttheankind would not escape its ills
until “the last king has been strangled in the atgrof the last priest” (quoted in Thrower
2000, 100). The French philosopher Denis Didet@i8-1784), was less strongly
atheistic than Meslier, as he vacillated betweesnd@nd atheism in his writings. This
was enough, however, to merit his imprisonmenthayRrench authorities in 1749
(Adams 2007).

The first publicly outspoken strong atheist in thedern West, however, who did

not wait until his death to proclaim his atheisnvacillate between deism and atheism
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was Baron D’Holbach (1723-1789). In his writin@sHolbach indicts religion for
providing a faulty basis for morality, for beingaatentific, and for giving support to a
corrupt social order (Campbell 1971).

It was D’Holbach’s third charge against religidmat it provides support for a
corrupt social order, that would prove key in bimggstrong atheism to the masses. And
while many individuals may have had a role to prathis process of popularization, the
key figures were the British revolutionary Thomasne (1737-1809) and the Welsh
social reformer Robert Owen (1771-1858).

Paine, a Deist and participant in both the Ameriaad French Revolutions,
continually attacked Christianity as corrupt and/seg the interests of the establishment
in Europe. It was as a result of Paine’s writirgygsh ag he Age of Reasdi794), with
their strong anti-clerical, anti-theological, andtieChristian views, that early attempts at
establishing a strong atheist movement in the Wes¢ conducted (Campbell 1971).
British political agitator Richard Carlile (1790-438), for instance, established a joint
venture with former Reverend Robert Taylor (178448 alled the “Infidel Home
Missionary Tour,” publishing Paine’s writings inedp formats for the poor, and touring
the country spreading the “infidel” tradition (Flyr2007; Campbell 1971). Both were
arrested for their efforts, and though they didswtceed in establishing a large scale
movement themselves, their public martyrdom foirtheliefs raised the profile of
strongly anti-religious views and causes in England

For the first anti-religious organization to suedehowever, the influence of
Robert Owen was required. Owen promoted socidhsboth Great Britain and the

United States, even setting up a commune at Newsbiay, Indiana in 1826 in an effort
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to combat what he saw as the corrupt social ordesigied by religion and capitalism.
While the Owenite cause ultimately failed, as diel €xperiment at New Harmony, the
organizational elements of Owenism changed intecularist movement through the
efforts of George Jacob Holyoake (1817-1906), thieer of the word “secular”
(Campbell 1971).

As further evidence of the fact that it was théomthat religious beliefs upheld a
corrupt and oppressive social order that made gtatimeism a more widespread view,
the early secularist and atheist movements in theghunited States and the United
Kingdom drew members heavily from the working césssvho frequently saw the ties
between the economic and religious establishmentgpeotested the latter as a result of
their protesting of the former. This is not to slagt the poor masses huddled in the
alleys of London with the onset of industrializativere all or even primarily secularists
and strong atheists. It is, however, to say #mgvidenced by reports from clergyman
such as Charles Davies in 1870’s London, seculdirdidel society meetings were full
of “great bearded fellows with the signs of laboartheir horny hands,” such that Davies
often wondered how the organizers got anyone tdqeathe meetings and lectures
(quoted in Campbell 1971, 51-52).

Once the working classes became involved witltctheses of secularism and
atheism, the movements grew in both England antttieed States (Campbell 1971;
Whitehead and Muhrer 1992). As will be made cledow, these groups took on a
variety of forms and took hold in several countrigst all can be categorized as either
abolitionist or substitutionalist and the histondacontemporary patterns of these groups

reveal that strong atheist activity is in a sigrafit sense a product of religion attempting
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to assert itself in public life, potentially upset the order of mutual benefit and
individual liberty, which many hold as the “normegiorder” of modern society. That is,
when the normative order of a secular state isatereed, more non-theistic, non-religious

individuals embrace strong atheism.

Organized Non-theism: History

Two broad categories of organized irreligion haxisted since the beginnings of such
groups in 19 century England, abolitionist groups, composestiafng atheists and
secularists, and substitutionalist groups, compo$é¢dose seeking a non-theistic
alternative to religious communities. Both catégmrhowever, have contained and
continue to contain elements of strong atheismoniy in the words of their individual
members.

Abolitionist groups, normally labelling themsehas infidel or secularist
societies, campaigned for secular government angrbmotion of reason, as well as a
non-theistic morality, in both England and the gdiStates. In England, George Jacob
Holyoake branched out from the Owenite movemeatttack religion specifically and
was persecuted by the English authorities. Afterldrief existence of an Anti-
Persecution Union for those expressing anti-religisentiments, the Owenite movement
faded away and, in 1851, Holyoake decided to fdrenGentral Secular Society. The
stated aims of this society were to show that nscaie¢ independent of Christianity, to
encourage men to “trust Reason, and to trust ngtihiait Reason does not establish,” to
promote the “fullest liberty of thought for indiwidls,” to argue that “open discussion of

opinion is the best guarantee of truth,” and that“business of intelligence is to rectify
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inequality” (quoted in Campbell 1971, 48-49). Beem 1851 and 1861, over sixty
secularist groups appeared around England.

The British atheist activist and politician CharRBradlaugh formed the National
Secular Society in 1866, taking a more hard-lingreach to organizational activism than
Holyoake in that he intentionally provoked the auities in order to both widely
publicize the secularist cause and to have hinaselfothers in the movement serve as
martyrs against what the public would see as amegsjve government (Campbell 1971).
He further stressed, in opposition to Holyoaket teagious reform was impossible and
that the supernatural beliefs themselves mustieved from society. The strategy was
successful, as Bradlaugh took over the leaderdhipecsecularist cause from Holyoake
and greatly expanded the base of support for sesmiand atheism in England.

In the United States, under the freedom of thegppeovided by the Constitution,
“‘infidel” pamphlets were common from the 1820’stlwmany local infidel societies
working to publish them in order to combat Christig and superstition amongst
working class Americans. Most of these small d@sewere in the northeastern United
States, though pamphlets and letters to the editoe also published throughout the
frontier, including Missouri, where a large numbéGerman immigrants, forced to
leave Germany because of “anti-monarchic” actigjtestablished several rationalist
periodicals (Whitehead and Merle 1992).

No large, national organizations, such as ther@e8ecular Society or the
National Secular Society, however, existed in tingtedl States for several decades. It
was not until the American Secular Union rose ftbmashes of the failed National

Liberal League in 1885 that a national organizaggisted, and even the American
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Secular Union was specifically devoted to issueseatilarism rather than a promotion of
rationalism or atheism, as it wished to distanselfifrom more hard-line “radicals”
(Cooke 2007). The American Secular Union saw gnawtider the leadership of Robert
Ingersoll and also some political success, ag e the Catholic Church in Chicago,
lllinois to repay $60,000 in public money in 1896.

Several national organizations devoted to seanaand strong atheism arose in
the 20" century. The American Association for the Advaneet of Atheism, for
example, was formed in 1925 with the explicit gazlsaxing churches, ending paid
chaplaincy, removing “In God We Trust” as the matfahe United States, and ending
religious oaths in court. It lacked both the resea and support, however, to be
successful and has slowly diminished throughoutifecentury (Flynn 2007).

In the wake of noted atheist Madalyn Murray O’Halawsuit against the
Baltimore school system, which successfully remasatbol-sponsored prayer and bible
reading from American schools, O’Hair started winat been one of the most successful
strong atheist organizations, American Atheist4963 (Le Beau 2003). The
organization has since worked for separation @éstad church, the civil rights of
atheists, and the promotion of reason and athelRumther, in 1976, Annie Laurie Gaylor
and her mother Anne Nicole Gaylor founded the Foee&rom Religion Foundation,
which has since promoted separation of church tatd and also the promotion of
“freethought” through its monthly newspapErgethought Today.

Organized atheism has been, by comparison, lagdelgnt in Scandinavia, with
national level organizations of atheists, secuisrisnd humanists only forming in the late

20" and early 2% centuries. In Denmark, théumanistisk ForbundgHumanist Society)
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began in 1960, but has steadily lost membershipsapgort since, despite changing its
name taHanistisk Deba{Humanist Debate) (Hiorth 2007). Further, Ateestisk Selskab
(Atheist Company) was founded in 2002 with the egped intent to advocate the further
separation of church and state in Denmark, mosthiypby campaigning against
Christianity being taught in schools. In Swedée, iHuman-Etiska Forbundet (the
Human-Ethical Society) was founded in 1979 andinoes to work to remove religious
education from schools and to “make known the rigtd concept of life without faith in
gods or religion” (Hiorth 2007).

Substitutionalist groups have also had a presenttes UK, US, and Scandinavia,
attacking religion with less ferocity and frequerand instead seeking to provide the
benefits of religious communities without theisithe emphasis in such organizations
seems to be the assertion of a more positive hughaaliue system than attacking
religion.

One of the earliest and most intellectually famatismpts to form a non-theistic
community was that of philosopher Auguste Comt€©8t7857), who created the
Religion of Humanity in the 1850’s. Comte saw huaihaas the “great being,” and
offered detailed requirements of those who woutdesas clergy in this religion of
humanity, with himself as the “high priest.” Th@wement was not embraced widely,
but in England Richard Congreve (1818-1899), artatd®Wadham College, Oxford, as
well as some of his students, spread the Positivestsage and formed a Positivist
Society in London in 1867 (Campbell 1971). Thestydasted until 1899.

England also saw the importation of Ethical Seegefrom the United States

(discussed in more detail below). The Ethical rmest came to England in 1896, had
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its peak in the first decade of thet%ntury, with over fifty societies around the
country, only to see a steady decline until thedigiaf the 2& century, when only four
remained.

In the latter half of the 2bcentury, the substitutionalist cause began to datei
organized non-theism in the United Kingdom. Theas a distinct shift away from
rationalism and attacking religion and towardsrtie@vement of humanism. The
Rationalist Press Association, which had been phislg rationalist and anti-religious
materials for decades, changed its language to dnisti and announced a policy
change “from things we do not believe in, or condeta a positive affirmation of what
we do believe in and are willing to support” (quibte Campbell 1971, p.92). This shift
in the United Kingdom is further evidenced by tluerent lack of national level
organizations devoted to atheism and rationalischthe ubiquity of humanist societies,
underneath the umbrella of the British Humanisto&sation (BHA), which formed out
of the Rationalist Press Association and the Ethieaon in 1963. On the BHA'’s
website, it is written that humanism is “a natustidi view, encompassing atheism and
agnosticism as responses to theistic claims, kan &ctive and ethical philosophy far
greater than these reactions to religion.” Morepwean effort to provide some of
community services traditionally provided by retigs, the BHA provides Humanist
naming, wedding, funeral ceremonies.

In the United States, the first successful sultstibalist groups were the Ethical
Societies established by Felix Adler in the laktalf of the 18' century. Adler, the son
of a rabbi, studied philosophy, including neo-Kantidealism, in Germany. Upon his

return, he preached in his New York City Templé tharality could be established
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independently of God. This was deemed much tadilby others in the Temple and
Adler moved to set up the first Society for Ethi€ailture in New York City in 1876.
Additional societies were established in Chicaduolddelphia, and St. Louis over the
next few years (Campbell 1971).

The Ethical Societies shared the principle ofldshing a morality independent
of theology, a principle Adler himself expresseddeed not creed,” as well as a
commitment to philanthropy, to reform both sociatd self, and to participate in the
moral instruction of children. Early on, the sdigs sought to avoid formal procedures
and rituals, but both eventually came to pervadestitieties. The Ethical Society of St.
Louis, for example, greatly resembles a Protestéwitrch, with large windows, pews, a
raised platform at the front of the assembly Halinday School classes, children’s
programs, and ushers.

Humanism flourished at the University of Chicagdhe 1920’s, and the
Humanist Press Association published a Humanistifiélsiio in 1933 as a liberal reaction
to conservative theology. Over the course of ®fé&ntury, numerous Humanist
Communities were founded around the country. Same&jding the Palo Alto Humanist
Community in California, offer a non-theistic alative to religious communities, as
they run weekly services, book clubs, Sunday schlaskes, potluck lunches, and
numerous social gatherings for families. On thi® R#o Humanist Community’s
website, Humanism is described as “a progressiuesaphy of life that, without theism
and other supernatural beliefs, affirms our ab#gityg responsibility to lead ethical lives
of personal fulfilment and aspire to the greatesdyof humanity” (Humanist

Community).
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Substitutionalist organizations, like abolitiontstes, were slow in coming to
Scandinavia. In Denmark, there was no organizecmist until the Humanistisk
Forbund in 1960, and its activity and membershgpgded steadily after 1975, from 700
members in 1987 to just under 100 in 2004 (HioAQ7). Further, only in the last few
years has there been an effort by some within thanized atheist community in
Denmark to provide Humanist alternatives to religiservices, such as confirmations,
weddings, and funerals, and this effort is not mti@yersial among Danish atheists.

The largest humanist organization in the worldyéeer, exists in Norway.
Founded in 1956, the Human-Etisk Forbund (The Huftical Society), had as of
2008, over 72,000 members, a remarkable numbezciadly considering that the
population of Norway is fewer than 5,000,000. TH@wegian organization provides
Humanist weddings, confirmations, and funeralddariembers and, according to its
website, works to develop a “humanist life stanamed to offer members a “social and
organizational framework for life stance identitydea sense of community®’

Besides showing the existence of two general caiegof organized non-theism,
one abolitionist and more strongly atheistic, omessitutionalist and more positively
oriented, an examination of the organizationsdigteove also reveals that strong atheist
activity has risen and fallen according to the degyf religious involvement in
government and public life.

The first fact supporting this argument is thatés in England, and not the
United States, where organized atheism began.Ufited States Constitution had

secured a separation of church and state, makintaeus or policies supporting or

% The vast difference in membership between NorwHlyimanist Group and those of Sweden and
Denmark is discussed below.
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reflecting particular religious viewpoints uncomigtional. Further, the United States also
established freedom of speech and freedom of #&sprNone of these was present in
England for the bulk of the T%entury. Consequently, those wishing to publish
“infidel” newsletters and hold occasional local riilegs were perfectly within their rights
to do so, though they certainly would face socmaisequences from their neighbours and
co-workers. In England, however, there existeéstablished church, the Church of
England and blasphemy laws were both on the bouk®aforced. There existed no
freedom of speech or the press. Moreover, it Wwasnwndividual freethinkers, such as
Bradlaugh or Carlile, were jailed for their speexbe publications, that these
organizations gained both notoriety and momentuamn{@bell 1971). The strategy of
martyrdom was frequently successful.

The second fact supporting the claim is that, wineedom of speech and
freedom of the press was effectively achieved igl&md in the 1890’8’ the secular
societies saw their membership numbers plummepahdc interest wane (Campbell
1971). This lack of persecution was a signifidactor in the decline of the secularist
movement, as it was clear to the leadership oftleganizations, such as Bradlaugh,
that it was this very persecution that drove thiligis support for their cause and the
numbers of individuals signing up as members. Haurtorganized atheism and
rationalism in the United Kingdom remained relatyvwamarginal through the first half of
the 2¢" century. When organized non-theism did succe¢ddrunited Kingdom in the

latter half of the 28 century, it was after a switch in message and$abEhe Rationalist

9 While individuals had obtained much more freedorsay and publish what they wished in England in
the 1890'’s, blasphemy laws were active in the Whikingdom throughout the #acentury and were only
ended in 2008, after a lengthy campaign by suchrorgtions as the British Humanist Association ged
National Secular Society.
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Press Association changed its language to be numigye and the British Humanist
Association put forward a message not of attackatigion, which no longer seemed
relevant with much less religious presence in gowvent affairs, but of promoting
humanist values and providing humanist ceremonies.

A third fact supporting the argument is the la€kb@anized non-theism of any
kind in the Scandinavian countries throughout thirety of the 18 century, and much
of the 2". As discussed in chapter five, holding particuidigious beliefs or
performing certain religious practices were nohgigant elements of Danish identity in
the 19-20" centuries; solidarity was, instead, provided thgh degree of ethnic
homogeneity and the secularized version of Luthenapropagated by Grundtvig that
formed the ideological basis of the Danish welfstegde. With little importance and
consequence associated with religious beliefs aactipes, there was little cause for
individuals to insert specifically religious connsrinto public life and government.
Consequently, there has been little need for thoséolding such concerns to band
together into organizations in order to combat resence of religiosity in government

and public affairs.

Organized Non-theism: Contemporary Patterns

While it is the case that the general differencatsvben abolitionist and substitutionalist
types of non-theistic organizations remain, thetemporary landscape of organized
atheism has a great deal more diversity. Thisrdityecan be to a certain extent
explained by the improvements made in communicagohnologies such as the internet,

as strong atheist discourse has exploded on digdinens and community sites and
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people that would normally not meet face to facdisouss atheism can now do so
through sites such as Meetup.com. During my fieggarch in 2007-2008, | found four
categories of non-theistic groups (as defined kyr ttrganization and types of meetings,
not by their stance towards abolition or substiuif traditional religions). These
categories are a) national and international omgdians, b) local organizations, c)
Meetup groups, and d) online groups.

An examination of actual groups from all of thesgéegories via participant
observation, discussions with group organizer,@msumption of the online media
provided by such groups reveals not only the shitigg and differences between the
types of organization, but also the fact that iratheist activity in the West, rather than
mere non-theism, has increased when and wheréorehgs increased its presence in
public life. Moreover, an analysis of strong atimeiin these settings suggests that this
activity is to a significant extent a result of tineeat to a modern, secular normative
order, or the “system of mutual benefit,” posedalggressive, public religiosity. Just as
religious and political conservatives increasertbemmitment to their respective

ideologies in the face of normative threats, asudised in chapter five, so too do atheists.

A) National Organizations
National level organizations devoted to atheisrignalism, humanism, and secularism
exist in many countries, from Canada to Austrai#ntlia, though it is Western countries

where we find the most organizations and strongisttlactivity. In addition, several
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international organizations operate as well, nolyred alliances of smaller, national
organizations®

In the United States, several national level oizgtions are devoted to the
advancement of atheism, humanism, and seculardhaf these organizations publish
monthly or bimonthly magazines, newsletters, or sgapers, hold annual conventions
with hundreds of attendees who travel from acrbesountry and well-known atheist
speakers and encourage their members to write easalietters to the editor in their
local newspapers in support of atheist and sesunariAs such, these organizations
closely resemble other civil society organizatitmet work towards political objectives,
including environmentalist organizations such asgapeace and civil rights
organizations such as the National Rifle Assocmtio

As mentioned above, American Atheists was foundd®63 by Madalyn
Murray O’Hair. It has existed continuously sinpeblishing American Atheist magazine
as well as numerous books, sponsoring local grdupsging lawsuits against
government agencies if they are perceived to \@ala¢ establishment clause of the
Constitution, and holding an annual convention astér weekend in a major American
city.

The Freedom From Religion Foundation, foundedhigyGaylor’s in 1976, also
continues to grow. It is now the largest “freetbti organization in the United States
with over 13,000 members (Freedom From Religionngation website). It publishes

the newspapdfreethought Todayhosts an annual convention, broadcasts “freetitoug

%8 The discussion below is not meant to serve as hatestive catalogue of national and international
organizations, nor of the other categories of oghirreligion. Rather, it is meant as a survethese
categories with some notable and high-profile eXamfsom each category.
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radio” in Madison, Wisconsin, the organization’siiquarters, places advertisements for
its organization and for non-theism in general ablig buses and privately-owned
billboards, and also brings lawsuits, complaintg] bbbbyists to Washington D.C. in
order to keep the United States government fultyse.

Other large organizations based in the US withlaimgoals and activities are the
Center for Inquiry, which describes itself as thhgamization “the world needs....to
oppose and supplant the mythological narrativab®past, and the dogmas of the
present” and to be devoted to “promoting scieneason, freedom of inquiry, and
humanist values” (Center for Inquiry website), Agtdlliance International, The
Brights, the American Humanist Association, and@oeincil for Secular Humanism.
Besides their own activities, these organizatides pintly form the constituency for the
Secular Coalition of America, a lobbying body foeddn 2002 with offices in
Washington D.C. in order to have a more direct ichjpa national affairs.

In the United Kingdom, two large national orgati@as make up the vast
majority of organized non-theist activity, the Bft Humanist Association and the
National Secular Society. The BHA, as discussey@passists in the provision of
humanist ceremonies, such as weddings, funeralspamings, and also lobbies on
behalf of humanists for secular governance on gsthes as faith schools and social
services. Recently, the BHA patrticipated in thgibeings of what has come to be
known as the “atheist bus campaign” in several t@sby holding a large fund-raising
campaign to pay for the ads on the sides of buggsh raised over £150,000 by April

2009%°

% The atheist bus campaign began as a respons@hnstian bus campaign conducted by Jesussaid.org,
which placed bible versus highlighting the idea tlesus is the only way to salvation prominently on
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The National Secular Society has continued itskvgorce its founding by Charles
Bradlaugh in 1866, affirming that “this life is tlo@ly one in which we have any
knowledge and human effort should be directed wttollvards its improvement” and
that “supernaturalism is based upon ignorance”iatice “historic enemy of progress”
(National Secular Society website). It lobbieshbihte UK government and the European
Union in matters of freedom of speech and expres&ducation, and employment
discrimination based on religious affiliation.

In Denmark, thd®ansk Ateistisk SelskgDanish Atheist Company) began in
2002 and, while only having 40 members in 2004, seamnbership leap to nearly 1,000
after the controversy surrounding the publicatibnastoons representing the Muslim
prophet Mohammed by a Danish newspaper in 200%. gfbup considers itself a
“watchdog” group, speaking with the media aboutitisees of religion being taught in
schools to Danish children and campaigning for mémist perspective to be taught
alongside a Christian one in such classes. Tige ldpbrwegian Humanist group, the
Human Ethical Society, is also still in active,isghe Swedish Humanist group, which
has recently worked to bring the atheist bus cagmpi Sweden.

From speaking with numerous individuals in eacthefabove countries
regarding their membership in such organizatidms penefits of such membership for

individuals becomes clear. By joining these larg&jonal organizations, individuals

London buses. The advertisements suggested pgojptea particular website that informed readeas th
they would burn in hell for eternity without thelsstion provided by Jesus Christ. A comedy writer,
Ariane Sherine thought a proper response to thevadid be “There’s probably no God. Now stop
worrying and enjoy your life.” She published a ghmece suggesting the possibility of placing this
response on buses and received an enthusiastansesfrom other non-theists. After a short pedbd
accepting donations, the BHA assisted in the ayaaif a website and donation system by which istece
parties could donate money towards purchasing tigiver space on buses for this message. With well
over £150,000 donated, the buses have expanded_fsadon to several UK cities and other atheist and
humanist organizations in the US, Sweden, Finland, Croatia have already purchased or plan to
purchase similar advertising on buses (Atheist Gagmpwebsite).
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express their support for the lobbying work thegganizations undertake, they gain
access to publications with news stories concerathgist and humanism not normally
covered by mainstream medf8,and they gain access to the large conventions such
organizations hold, which for a small percentagstaing atheists, constitutes one of
their few opportunities to socialize with large rens of individuals holding beliefs

similar to their own.

B) Local Organizations

In addition to larger, national organizations, &éhare also numerous local atheist,
humanist, and rationalist groups in several Westetmtries. These groups are normally
affiliated with one or more of the larger natiotelel organizations, but retain a degree
of independence.

In the United States, hundreds of such groupg arider the banner of atheism,
rationalism, humanism, and freethought, and maaeaéiliated with larger national
organizations such as American Atheists and theeCéor Inquiry. St. Louis, Missouri,
for example, has the oldest continuously existirgug in the United States, the
Rationalist Society of St. Louis (RSSL), founded. 848 as well as a Society of Ethical
Culture. The San Francisco Bay Area in Califoisibome to several such groups, from
San Francisco Atheists to East Bay Atheists, theeists of Silicon Valley, Atheists and
Freethinkers of Contra Costa County, and the Ross#theists and Agnostics. Every

state in the United States has such organizatioom,the New York City Atheists and

199 This was a more significant motivator of membepgtiiior to the rise of the internet in the 199@is,
most of the relevant news stories are now coveyezhbne sources, such as blogs, that do not cHarge
access. Many non-theists, for example, utilizertévs service provided by Richard Dawkins’ webtite
keep pace with news stories related to atheismahism, and science.
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Center for Inquiry—Harlem to Red River Freethinkier&lorth Dakota, the Atheist
Community of Topeka, Kansas, and the Alabama Foeefiit Association.

In the United Kingdom, most local groups fall unttee banner of humanism and
are affiliated with the British Humanist AssociatioThirteen such groups exist in the
greater London area alone, including the Centraldom Humanist Group, the North
London Humanist Group, and the Bromley HumanistuproHumanist groups can also
be found in Edinburgh, Oxford, Birmingham, MancleesCardiff, and Belfast.

In the United States and United Kingdom, such gsduave face to face meetings
anywhere from once a week to once every other moMiigetings are sometimes merely
social in nature, giving members a chance to saeiaind discuss news stories relevant
to the topics of atheism, secularism, and religiath others who hold more in common
with them regarding religion and politics than athm their immediate social circles,
other times more formal, such as guest lecturasobyd humanists and atheists, book
discussions, and workshops on rhetoric and debakitlg. Such meetings normally
have between eight and twenty-five attendees, sathe regulars and some individuals
who come to such meetings less frequently. Theeeratio at such meetings varies
between 70 men to 30 women at the atheist anchedisb meetings and 55 men to 45
women at humanist meetings. With the exceptioh@iCenter for Inquiry group in
Harlem, New York, nearly all of the atheist and launist groups are overwhelmingly
white.

Many groups also have newsletters for their mestiet are published anywhere
from once a month to four times a year, with thesietters containing both relevant

news as well as copies of letters to the editott@riby local members in support of

292



secularism or against religion. Some groups alsdwether on their own or with larger,
national organizations, such as the FFRF in théddristates, to publicize the presence of
non-theism by placing advertisements on busesllbohrds along interstate highways.
The Alabama Freethought Association, for examptaked with the FFRF in 2009 to
place a billboard ad along a highway near Birmimghlat asked viewers, as John
Lennon once asked, to “Imagine No Religion” (Assteil Press, Tuscaloosa News
2009)1%*

Speaking with numerous individuals in several ¢coes who are members of
such groups and frequently attend their meetirgsetare a few dominant reasons given
for joining and attending. One of the most commeasons given, at least in the
Midwestern part of the United States, is that sgrcups and meetings provide a type of
secular sanctuary in the middle of the Bible Béltneed this just to vent sometimes,
living where | do” said a male atheist from Kan€aty. “lI can’t talk to most people |
know about this stuff without burning bridges faséiid another atheist from St. Louis.
Another frequent reason given is that such groillpgandividuals a chance to organize
and participate in secular activism, such as sted#ing in New York City or organizing
groups of atheist blood donors on the National Bfagrayer in the United States in order
to counter the frequent claims of religious indiads that atheists cannot be moral
people. A third frequent reason | heard from atéss is that such meetings provide

them a chance to become more educated. “Thes®e smart folks here,” said an

191 The process of erecting such an ad was not stfaiglard, as the group originally sought to place t
advertisement near the local airport but was tubveazk by Lamar Advertising Company, whose general
manager found the ad “offensive:” ““You have tmknwhat area of the country you're in,” he said. “A
heavy percent of our population is Christian. Thatho we cater to.” The group was only successful
erecting the sign after finding a company, Benfleyertising, who was willing to place the ad
(Associated Press, Tuscaloola News 2009).
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agnostic from St. Louis. “I learn something newtjabout every time we have a
meeting.”

Local groups are rare in Denmark, Sweden, and Blpand the groups that do
exist are much less active than their American@ictounterparts. The Danish Atheist
Company, for example, does not meet regularly, witly occasional lectures, and does
not have local affiliates in different Danish c#tieFurther, while they were able to hold a
general assembly in 2009, there was not enougtestta earlier years for a large
gathering for members.

In addition to the regional and city organizatialiscussed above, there is a
subset of local organizations that have flourissiede 2005. These are university-based
student atheist, agnostic, and rationalist grososs both the United States and
United Kingdom, dozens of such groups have beended in the last few years,
effectively ending the status of organized atheasnan “old guy” thing, as social
psychologists Bruce Hunsberger and Robert Altembgee referred to it (Hunsberger
and Altemeyer 2006). Members of these groups heid dwn meeting within the larger
program of the 2008 American Atheist conventioiMinneapolis, with over forty
attendees. From the rising popularity of such gson universities across both the US
and the UK, larger, national organizations have hken created. In the United States,
there is the Secular Student Alliance, which hasted since 2000 and has as its motto,
“Mobilizing Students for a New Enlightenment.” Imet United Kingdom, the National
Federation of Atheist, Humanist, and Secular StuBewgieties or (AHS), was founded in
2008 with the vision of “a thriving atheist, humsinor secular student society in every

institute of Higher Education in the UK, networkedether, with a shared voice in
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public life, whose members can contribute to an@d¢ of the wider national and
international movement” (Federation of Atheist, Hamist, and Secular Student Societies
website).

In addition to localized atheist, rationalist, &rekthought groups, more
substitutionalist organizations, such as the SypdatEthical Culture and organized
Humanism in America, also have local groups. Tlaees for example, over thirty
Ethical Societies around the United States, withragn in the New York metropolitan
area alone. The activities of Ethical Societisswall as Humanist Communities such as
the one in Palo Alto, California differ noticealltpm those of atheist and rationalist
groups, as they normally have Sunday morning mgeimlarge halls, Sunday school
classes for both children and adults, numerousiplotlinches after services, songs, and

dramatic performances.

C) Meetup Groups
In the last decade there has been a flourishirgraw type of atheist and humanist
group, one less formal and with a more fluid mersbigrand activities list. This is the
Meetup group, named after the website that hostgpewvides organizational software.
In an example of social science directly affecsogiety, Meetup.com was
founded in 2001 after its creators read socioldgabert Putnam’s examination of the
loss of social capital and engagement in the UriitiadesBowling Along(2000) They
were inspired to use the internet to help revitalaral community engagement and the
result was Meetup.com, a site that allows individia enter their zip code and interests

and then shows them others who have expressedasintirests in their area and
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provides a set of software tools allowing thesevididals to communicate, form groups,
and schedule in-person meetings (Kaiser 2004).

While the site has spawned thousands of groupsmdreds of cities around the
world and formed an important element of grassrpotsical activism in recent
American electoral campaigns, such as Howard Deae'sidential run in 2004, it has
particularly been a boon for atheists and agnastiesy of whom either did not have any
official local organization in their towns and sirties or did not find the more serious,
discussion-based format of existing atheist andmatist groups to their personal tastes.
As of September 1, 2009, there were 392 atheistidegroups in nine countries, with
the vast majority in the United States, and 47 j88/idual members. The New York
City Atheist Meetup group, for example, has welkkp800 members and the St. Louis
Area Atheist Meetup group has over 400. The Copgeh Atheist Meetup group, by
contrast, has 29 members, reflecting both the laerof Meetup in Scandinavia in
general and the general lack of interest in pgaitng in any type of organized atheism
or rationalism on the part of most Scandinavigfs.

With the exception of the London Atheist Meetup@p, that is much more
similar to traditional organized atheist and radilist groups in its focus on discussing
and debating facets of atheism and religion andeitg organized format, atheist Meetup
groups are much more informal and socially orient€dey normally do not have a set
meeting place but instead utilize restaurants eeo$hops, pubs, and bars. Some,

including the St. Louis area Atheist Meetup grdugve also branched out to organize a

192 As further evidence of both the fact that Meetamds a heavily English-speaking site and the thaat
there exists little interest in organized atheisnenmark, as the majority of the 29 members ate no
Danish. In fact, there are quite a few Americamg] the first Meetup of the Copenhagen group hdtd
had mostly American attendees.
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number of other activities such as bowling and maghts and trips to museums and
Z00s.

Meetup groups attract large numbers of individudie have no interest in
joining more formal, discussion based groups.ik# that we can just get together for a
coffee or beer and talk,” said a young female aginas a St. Louis Area Atheist Meetup
when | asked her why she did not join a more foronghnization. “l took a look at the
Rationalist Society website and it all looked atbd serious for me....I mean...we don’t
even talk about atheism all the time at these meggtiwe can just talk about music or
movies or whatever. | like it just because | knitvat I'm talking to someone who's
intelligent and not going to go all religious on mehe middle of a conversation.”
Meetup groups also attract a noticeably youngewdrof members than more traditional
groups, a fact partially explained by the fact thét an internet-based social networking
phenomenon and partially explained by the fact lrgie numbers of young singles in
their 20’s and 30’s utilize Meetup groups as a whmeeting new potential partners.
This being said, there are many people involvet wie Meetup groups who do wish to
have more serious discussions regarding atheismedigtbn. These individuals tend to
find one another within the larger, more generattings and also use the Meetup site to

schedule smaller more focused discussion sessions.

D) Online Groups
The internet has been a boom to many forms of @gdmon-theistic and strong
atheistic discussion and activity, from the creatd discussion boards and support

groups for recent apostates to helping mobilize fiknded people in activist efforts.
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While national level atheist organizations havevemtions once a year and local
organizations have meetings up to once a weeky@glioups allow constant interaction
and, in many cases, nearly instantaneous feedbmadlsoussion topics. Further, online
groups allow individuals to participate in or mgrebserve discussions about a variety of
relevant topics pertaining to atheism, religiorgudarism, science, and philosophy and to
do so at their convenience, with no set meetingsinopics, or membership dues. And
for those living in religious households or neighldeods and wanting to keep their
involvement in such groups private, the interné&sfflexibility in both location and
time, allowing individuals to participate in theg@ups and to keep this participation
private if they so choose. Consequently, the nurabmdividuals involved in online
groups and message boards devoted to atheism amahfam is many times the number
of individuals who are members of “real world” onggations, whether national or local.

The social networking site Facebook, for instabesides offering its users their
own pages to display their photos and interests, @lows users to join groups, most of
which give members the ability to post videos owvsstories for all members to see as
well as access to a discussion board in which diwiglual user can post a comment or
guestion and receive feedback from any interesteaimers and observers can read entire
conversations and debates that have already tdiee. pThere are several large
Facebook groups for non-theists, including Athédgmostic, and Non-Religious, a
group with over 45,000 members and dozens of adis@ission threads every day, and
Government + Religion = Disaster, a group with dl2®,000 members that normally
has at least three active discussion topics per @Qdlger notable non-theistic groups on

Facebook include Agnostic in Theory-Atheist in Rice; Libertarian Atheists, If |
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Weren't an Atheist, I'd Think that Richard Dawkings God, and Church of the Flying
Spaghetti Monster. A similar set of groups existdhe competing social networking
site, Myspace, including Atheist and Agnostic Grélipwhich has over 37,000 members
and dozens of message board posts per day.

There have also been several attempts at a spigifatheist social networking
site, though most of these attempts have failede @ the most successful to this point
has been Atheist Nexus (atheistnexus.org), whiokiges many of the features of social
networking sites, such as profiles, friends, andsaging but caters solely to atheists.
Members can also create sub-groups within thesite) as Atheist Humor, Carl Sagan
fan group, and Atheist Singles. Atheist Nexus bage2008 and within one year grew to
10,000 members.

Besides groups on these very popular social n&ngmebsites, there also exist
numerous explicitly atheist websites that, in addito offering news stories and
commentary by a select group of individuals, aleraliscussion boards and the ability
to comment and discuss the news story posts, valicivs casual users to read both a
story and dozens, if not hundreds, of comments tathaiti story from interested members
of the site. Sites with these features includén&id Dawkins’ website,
richarddawkins.net, biologist P.Z. Myers blog Pmgyla, Hemant Mehta’s Friendly
Atheist, and the James Randi Educational Foundatebsite, which contains a forum
with over 21,000 registered users.

In addition to the more general atheist sitegdistbove, there also exist more
targeted websites for those individuals who aresictating or who have recently become

apostates from Christianity and Islam. These sitfes not only discussion forums and
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essays but also hundreds of testimonials from iddats who have left the religious
tradition in question describing their processaaiiing and the difficulties, both personal
and social, they have faced since making theirsitats to become apostates. For those
leaving the Christian tradition, one of the mospylar websites isxchristian.netwhile

for those leaving the Muslim tradition, one of thest popular igpostatesofislam.cam

Organized atheist activity on the internet doesamby help foster discussion,
debate, and support. It also has the power t@adprew ideas that otherwise may have
had quite a limited lifespan and also the powentiilize large numbers of individuals
to participate in activism, such as writing largembers of emails and complaints in the
face of what is perceived as discrimination.

A famous example of the former is the rise in gapty of the “Flying Spaghetti
Monster” as a fake deity and the number of indialduwho identify themselves as
“pastafarians.” In 2005, Robert Henderson serdgan, satirical letter to the Kansas
State Board of Education, which was holding hearingan effort to introduce intelligent
design into Kansas classrooms. In the letter, Hesuh wrote that if they were to teach
intelligent design, they must acknowledge and tehaetvarious types of intelligent
design, including the version that the universe eraated recently by a flying spaghetti
monster, who also makes it seem as if the eartiugh older than it is by changing
scientific results “with his noodly appendage” (@ttuof the Flying Spaghetti Monster
website).

The board did not respond to the letter immedyaded it seemed as if little
would come of the letter or the Flying Spaghettingier. Then Henderson posted the

open letter to a website. Numerous blog writeis iaternet news sites picked up on the
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letter within days and the story and the notioa &lying Spaghetti Monster exploded in
popularity, moving from the internet to several arajewspapers, including the New
York Times. Books, art, t-shirts, and car emblérmge since been marketed and widely
sold, numerous tribute websites to the Flying SpttgMonster have been published, and
thousands of individuals list “pastafarian” as threligion on social networking sites
such as Facebook. Without the internet, it isketyi that Henderson’s letter would have
been able to receive the amount of attention ttdidi

Recent examples of the internet helping in aagtivésforts concerning atheism
and secularism include several incidents concerautgmobile license plates in the
United States. While several U.S. states offegimisly themed license plates, such as
Indiana’s “In God We Trust” plate, and many othaltew religiously themed personal
license plates, such as “Jesus4U,” several nostthkave had their requests for non-
theistic license plates denied by various departsn@nmotor vehicles, including
Louisiana’s, which at first rejected the licensatel“Godless,” and Indiana’s department,
which rejected the plate, “No Gods.” While the digss” plate was approved after an
appeal letter from the man requesting it, the “Nml§& plate was not approved based on
the following regulation:

“Personalized license plates allow creativity; heare under Indiana

Statue IC 9-18-15-4 (b) the BMV may refuse to issw®mbination of

letters or numerals, or both, that carry a conmmtatffensive to good

taste and decency.

The BMV will deny a personalized license plate reesiuf an objective,

reasonable person would find that the customedpgsed expression on

the personalized license plate application is da@texd to carry a

connotation offensive to good taste and decenayjsteading, or is
otherwise prohibited.” (quoted in Mehta, 2009).
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The story of the rejection of the “no gods” platas posted online by several
noted atheist sites, including the Friendly Athéidehta 2009) and Austin Cline’s
About.com page on Atheism and Agnosticism (Clin@®0 While the license plate
seeker had already contacted both the American Gberties Union and the Freedom
From Religion Foundation, numerous readers toothagause by emailing the Indiana
Bureau of Motor Vehicles to express their displeasund put pressure on the BMV to
approve the plate, which they did a few weeks laWhile it is difficult to ascertain
causality, it is doubtful that emails from residenf Indiana and the threat of the story
going national with an ACLU or FFRF lawsuit hadmag to do with the BMV’s move

to approve the plate.

Variation in Strong Atheism and Community

The diversity in types of atheist groups discussgalve reflects diversity in both the
views and desires of individual non-theists. Threists variability in the views that
individual non-theists have regarding the moralrappateness of publicly attacking
religion, with some being relatively neutral aboeiigion’s role in the world and impact
on society and others being strong atheists, vigwatigion as intrinsically harmful.
There also exists variability in the degree to whiadividual non-theists wish to belong
to a “community” of people, with some individualssiting to belong in a close-knit
community of people with an emphasis on social &s/and involving family members,
and other individuals desiring to avoid such comitesmand focus more on discussion,
debate, and activism. Within this diversity, howe\a clear international pattern

emerges. The more religious beliefs assert themasah public life as markers of proper

302



national identity or as part of specific laws amgpthys, the more strong-atheist activity,
as opposed to mere non-theism, we will find inveegicountry.

Numerous Meetup group members, for instance, dagree with what they see
as the strong atheism of more traditional atheidtrationalist groups, including the
young agnostic woman from St. Louis mentioned abad® said after looking at the
RSSL website and newsletter and picking up on l&‘aadi-religious vibe,” “that’s just
not the type of person | am.....This is more my spes=e.”

While this young agnostic rejects strong atheigmmierely saying “this is more
my speed here,” others are more explicit in the@sons for choosing Meetup groups
and/or humanist/ethical culture groups than attwgisationalist ones. A 45 year old self-
identified “atheist humanist” and member of a naglchumanist organization from New
York City, for example, articulates a criticismsifong atheism in many ways similar to
strong atheist criticisms of religion. “They’reciong the boat, man,” he said of strong
atheist groups like American Atheists and notedhanst such as Richard Dawkins and
Christopher Hitchens. “People can believe whay thiant to believe. These guys come
in and say to everyone, ‘you have to think like an¢he world is going to end.” Now
where have | heard that before? Hmmm. They'radrjo get people to think like them
and make it seem like you're a bad person if yoo'tdoThey're almost as bad as the
fundie wackos...all of them want to tell you whathik and how to live.” The
reference to “rocking the boat” is particularlyilstng here, as it appears to refer to
something resembling Taylor’s notion of a systermotual benefit. The idea seems to
be that if everyone would leave the beliefs of adredone and let them believe what they

wish, the “boat” would stay afloat and the societyld function normally, with little
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unnecessary friction between those with opposieg/points. Strong atheists, like
religious fundamentalists, wish to impose theimseon everyone else, frequently
threatening everyone with the prospects of sevensaequences if they do not change,
but instead of an eternity in hell the threat i émd of the civilization courtesy of a
religious zealot with nuclear weapons.

Many members of strong atheist organizationspofse, disagree, and are of the
view that belonging to such groups and other stathgist activity, such as wearing
atheist t-shirts and displaying atheist bumpeksti€ on their cars, is not only perfectly
legitimate but necessary. When | asked one m&amFrancisco about his atheist shirt
and whether or not he felt that he was “rockinglibet,” he answered: “I've got no
problems rocking the boat when the boat is headethé rocks of religious violence. |
tell you, this tribalism, and religion is the wofetm of tribalism....just look at the
jihadis...., this could all just bring down civilizah as we know it if some of these guys
get nukes.... We've got to get rid of this mind-&¥u Similarly, a frequent
commentator on an online atheist group respond#étetcharge that strong atheists were
“strident” by saying, “Personally, | think now isd exact time for ‘strident.” Hell, | think
we’re not being strident enough.”

For those individuals who are non-theistic withbeing strong atheists, the
casual conversations of some of the Meetup growgtings, or the more positively
oriented humanist and ethical culture groups agaljdas the more strongly atheist groups
make them uncomfortable. For those individuals atestrong atheists however, and

do desire to combat religious beliefs and religimiflsience on government, strong
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atheist groups are ideal. They provide a placetate ideas, keep abreast of news
developments, and coordinate activist responspsrieived violations of secularism.
Besides reflecting the different stances non-théiave towards the moral
appropriateness of criticizing religion, the diver®f non-theistic organizations also
reflects the differing amounts of desire individnah-theists have for belonging to a
close-knit community. A common saying among nagidts is that “organizing atheists
is like herding cats,” pointing to the fact thahrtheists are normally weary of
statements, policies, or agendas that demand degsre/hether they be religious or non-
religious. Non-theists are, most commonly, indi)tists or, as some refer to
themselves, “freethinkers.” And indeed, many atseii talked to during my field
research were unnerved to hear details about @aa@mms such as humanist communities
and ethical societies. A young male atheist franiL8uis, for example, said that he got
“the creeps” after visiting an ethical society Saydervice, as it reminded him too much
of his more conservative religious upbringing. El$anctuary, the ushers shaking your
hand and acting like they know you and ask how gdbing, the songs.... The whole
thing made me very uneasy. | don'’t care if theyfreists or not.” When asked if all
these things did not work to create a more intineat@munity, he said, “Well,
community sounds well and good until you're shakuagds with all these overly-
friendly people. | just wonder what they’re abordu know. I'm just not sure if | get
it.” Another young atheist, this one from New Ypdschewed all “face to face” atheist
groups, preferring online discussion boards: “thare to talk about issues, man. Not to
get all social. People weird me out talking abatheist community and what ‘atheists’

believe.”
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Other non-theists embrace such communities, somasteven explicitly
mentioning how they envy the religious for theghti-knit communities and family
involvement. Several members of the Palo Alto HoistsaCommunity, for example,
expressed to me how much they appreciated the Caityrand all of the relationships it
has allowed them to form. “I know some of thesepbe just as well as | know some of
my own family members. | really enjoy that sens®getherness” said a middle-aged
Humanist woman at a post-Sunday service potlucgiuril’'m just so happy that | can
bring my kids here and have them socialize withatiner kids in the Sunday school
while I'm just in the other room listening to theogram.” “Humanism’s not something
that ‘I’ do, but it's something that ‘we’ do” saaghother Humanist.

Some non-theists not fortunate enough to be agpatich a community or have
one available to them, express their regret opeRigk, a humanist living in London, for
example, frequently attends one of the many Lonased humanist groups, which offer
evening socials in pubs and coffee houses, asasetiore formal talks, but not Sunday
Schools and a sanctuary with ushers and a progféhis [referring to the meeting in
which this conversation occurred] is great and Bllt | just wish there was something
for my family, for all of our families. | would edly like to see us be a real community.
Pub socials are nice, but they’re not for my wifenyy kids.”

From the above, it is clear that variation exissveen individual non-theists in
whether or not they are themselves strong athamstsupport the public criticism of
religion, as well as whether or not they desirbea part of a close-knit community of
like-minded people. Non-theism involves merely ldoek of a belief in the existence of

supernatural agents. Strong atheism involves alm@wpoint that such beliefs and
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practices are normatively wrong and harmful andrgjratheist activity involves the
expression of strong atheism through actions saghimaing strong atheist groups,
attempting to persuade others to give up religlmlgefs, and aggressively seeking to
keep religious influence out of government.

Within this variation, however, a pattern emerge® that can be seen both
geographically and chronologically. That pattexhiat strong atheism, in both sentiment
and activity, is more prevalent in places and timeshich religions are seen as gaining
power in public life and government, and consedyehteatening the modern secular
society of mutual benefit and individual libertyhat is, in places and times in which the
secular normative order is being threatened, magiyiduals’ commitment to the
principles of secularism and atheism increaseaqtint of proclaiming themselves
strong atheists and, in some cases, seeking towggved in organized atheism.

Geographically, there are clear differences betvi&estern nations in levels of
strong atheist activity. Of the three nations imak | spent a significant amount of time
during my field research, the United States, théddnKingdom, and Denmark, the US
has by far the most strong atheist activity whilnBhark has the least. The United
Kingdom sat in between. This ranking, from mosbrsg atheist activity to least, matches
the perceived level of attempted religious influeoo government in these countries.

In the United States, there are hundreds of dthatsrationalist groups, most of
which meet regularly and focus less on communitiding and family events and more
on discussing, debating, and organizing. Thergfarexample, well over 100 university
campus groups alone. Further, while a minoritynynaf these localized groups meet

more than once a month. In some cases, such &atlmnalist Society of St. Louis,
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meetings are held weekly and an email list-serproeluces several email messages a
day from members.

The United States also possesses several nagweabrganizations that hold
large, annual conventions to which hundreds of catachmembers drive or fly many
hundreds of miles to attend. At these conventistieng atheism is on open and
constant display, from the titles of the books besnld at the merchandise tables to the
free atheist paraphernalia, including wrist braisetend bumper stickers with such
slogans as “Science, it works bitches” and “Thel@&illvhere Life Begins at Deception,”
to the conversations heard between attendees, whinimonly involve marvelling at the
“stupidity” of religious people and coordinatingtians as to how to best keep religious
ideas out of classrooms and government.

It was also in the United States, through my aléce at such meetings and
conventions, that | heard more jokingly violent draish statements regarding religion,
including statements about letting the fundamesit&hristians and Muslims have their
“crusades” and “kill each other off” and more irtsuy characterizations of religious
people, such as “bat shit crazy” and “emotionatipmed.”

Strong atheist activities in America go beyond timggs and in-house statements,
however, and also involve more public outreache Uhited States also has a wide
variety of strongly atheist media, from Americarhéists’ television show, now
broadcast primarily online, entitléithe Atheist Viewpoirtb New York City Atheist’s
public access showkhis Week in Atheismtheists Book ClulandAtheists in Historyo
internet broadcasts such®se Infidel GuyandThe Rational Response Squadhich

started the “Blasphemy Challenge” in 2006, a cingiefor people to publicly, through

308



posting a youtube video, deny the existence of @wtlithe Holy Spirit and thus,
supposedly, commit an unforgivable sin.

While strong atheism certainly exists in the Uaikéngdom, it is by no measure
as widespread or as consistently vociferous dsarunited States. There is indeed the
London Atheist Meetup group, which, judging by fbar sessions | attended, is as
strong and vociferous as any group in the UnitedeSt with members frequently making
such statements as “there is nothing good abagtaoelwhatsoever” and that religious
fundamentalists will “be the death of us all.” Ands true that the United Kingdom is
the country of origin for the Atheist Bus Campaigmjich has now spread to numerous
other countries.

That being said, it is nevertheless the casethieatast majority of humanist
groups in the United Kingdom, as well as studentilse and atheist societies are much
less outspoken in both their denial of the existesicany supernatural agencies and less
condemning in their moral views on religion in gexle Rather, both in their online
materials and in their meetings, humanists, athesstd agnostics in the United Kingdom
are more likely to limit their criticisms of religin to specific harms, such as honour
killings of Muslim women, and to what they see@s much religious influence in public
life, such as the movement to have public servicesiucted by religious organizations,
a process that was encouraged by the Labour goeatrunder Tony Blair and that
stimulated many discussions and campaigns on th@fphe British Humanist
Association and the National Secular Society.

Besides this difference in tone, it is also thgecthat the United Kingdom’s

humanist and atheist groups do not have annualections in anything approaching the
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scale or intensity of those in the United Statestead of a whole weekend of speeches
and book signings and tables full of anti-religidusnper stickers, the events hosted by
the British Humanist Association and the Nationat8ar Society are much more low-
key affairs, normally singular lectures or a stsnties of workshops concerning
evolution, Darwin, or secularism. Moreover, thare very few television, radio, and
internet radio figures in the UK broadcasting arsty atheist message, though comedian
Pat Condell’s website, which he labels as “godéessedy,” is certainly one such
production, as Condell frequently stresses the imaiitg of religion and the ignorance,
stupidity, and “barbarity” of many religious people

While the United Kingdom contains less strong stheentiment and activity than
the United States, it contains substantially mbemtthe Scandinavian countries.
Throughout my stay in Denmark, for example, | mat4theists who refused to accept
the label “atheist,” associating it with overcomitte in the conclusion that there exists
nothing “more between heaven and earth” and a diiganentality against religion,
which they found off-putting

Moreover, organized atheism in Scandinavia, arghimicular Denmark, is both a
small and recent phenomena. There were no orghatheist or secularist organizations
of any consequence, for instance, until well it 20" century and those that have
existed in the 2D century in Denmark have had small numbers of mesndred minimal
activity in relation to meetings and campaigns.obmy arrival in Denmark, for
example, | set out, like I did in the United Staaesl the United Kingdom, to find atheist
and humanist groups in order to attend their mgstiThis was quite a difficult task, as

the existing organizations, such as the Danishisti@mpany, do not hold regular

310



meetings. Moreover, as mentioned above, wherallyinlid find a group that had
meetings, the Copenhagen Atheist Meetup Groupjriddhat the majority of those in
attendance were American expatriates. Furtherfptnader of the group wrote on the
group’s Meetup.com message board that she waseindglasked by Danes the purpose
of the group, because, according to the questitweire all atheists here anyway” and
“religion isn’t an issue.”

One fact that must be dealt with when making tharcthat Scandinavia has a
much lower presence of strong atheism than theedi8tates or the United Kingdom,
however, is the existence of the Norwegian Humakssbciation, which, with its 73,000
members, is the largest non-theistic organizatiothe world, an especially striking fact
given Norway'’s population is under 5 million.

The answer as to why Norway, and Norway aloneobthie Scandinavian
countries, has such a large Humanist Associatisrtddo with the services that they are
able to provide as an organization. In Norway,Hluenanist Association is recognized
officially by the government as a religious denoation, allowing them to provide
weddings, naming ceremonies, confirmations, andrtals, those rites of passage that are
the domain of the national church in Denmark, dsd # receive money from the
government in order to conduct their affairs. n€squently, the organization is able to
attain both publicity and legitimacy, allowing thgands of Norwegians who would
otherwise be forced to utilize the churches foséhetes of passage an opportunity to
officially switch their affiliation from the naticad church to the Humanist Association
and obtain access to non-religious ceremoniesthdieDenmark nor Sweden has

humanist or atheist groups recognized by the gornent as denominations deserving the
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same tax funding and recognition as religious omgdions. Even civil weddings and
funerals are still held in churches.

Thus, joining the Norwegian Humanist Associatismot analogous to joining a
national level atheist or humanist organizatiothie United States, United Kingdom, or
even Denmark. In these countries, such an adiarclear statement about one’s
feelings towards religion. In Norway, howevernjoig the Humanist Association need
not necessarily involve an active stance agairigfioa but can merely be a way to have
non-religious ceremonies.

These geographical differences in strong atheistity, from the United States,
with a high level of strong atheism, to Denmarkifwva very low level of strong atheism,
match closely with the degree to which religiommneshed in public life and the degree
to which religious beliefs appear to be influencgayernmental policy. As discussed in
chapter five, religious beliefs have long been eisdéed with the normative order of the
United States; to be a proper American, in the siofdthe vast majority of Americans
throughout the history of the country, is to bedaaorking and God-fearing.
Consequently, despite the separation of churchstatd established in the US
Constitution, multitudes of religious individualgdughout the history of the United
States have sought to insert religious referermmgefs, and identities into public life and
policy, from President Eisenhower working with Coegs in the 1950’s in order to
introduce the words “under God” to the pledge tdgilince, to school boards in Kansas
and Pennsylvania attempting to have creationismtelligent design taught in science
classes alongside evolutionary theory, to conteanyattempts to re-establish some

form of prayer in schools under the guise of “motaef silence,” to the introduction of

312



religiously themed license plates in several Ugestdo a recent mayoral candidate in
Oklahoma pushing for a creationist display in alaoo, to George W. Bush’s push for
“faith based initiatives” and his and many other &ioan politicians’ constant use of
religious language. Consequently, there is mudhnierican public affairs and politics
to concern non-theists and those who see Amerioeapty as a secular, rather than
Christian, nation.

The United Kingdom, while still having an officisiate church in the Church of
England, has seen a steady decline of religioublip life and attempts at inserting
religious beliefs into governing policy over thetR@entury. There is, for instance, much
less opposition to abortion and gay marriage agicels grounds in the United Kingdom
than the United States. Consequently, there ssrisson for non-theists to see religious
individuals as a threat to individual liberty.

The United Kingdom does, however, have a morefgignt amount of
religiosity in public life than Scandinavian nat®onThe Labour Government in the late
1990’s and early 2000’s, for instance, was seemany in the UK as undermining
secularism by its championing the role of religigusups in providing social services
and also advocating public funding for the courgrigith schools (Beattie 2007). This
issue, along with smaller concerns such as inctudisecular, humanist perspective on
the BBC radio 4'SThought for the Dagegment, which has previously been giving by
religious figures, was consistently evident in digcourse of humanist and atheist groups

| visited in the UK.
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In comparison to the United States and the Urteddom, Denmark, as
discussed in chapter five, exhibits little religiomfluence in the public sphet&
Religion is, as many Danes related to me in persoRhil Zuckerman during his stay in
Denmark (2008), and to those individuals seekingtaot atheist groups, a “non-issue” in
Denmark. Itis not seen as a crucial element afi@aidentity. Consequently, there is
little reason for politicians to make concessiansaligious lobbies. Moreover, the
organization of the state church itself helps pn¢tiee intrusion of religion in politics.
The Danish National Church is called a “state chyirget it has no central, official body.
It is, instead, a voluntary organization in whialividual congregations have a high
degree of autonomy. There are no obvious mecharigmvhich an entity called “the
church,” then, can apply pressure to the governnaasnéach denomination has its own
views. Furthermore, the majority of Danes whorareonly members of the National
Church but who also actually believe in the existeof God and practice their religion to
some extent practice a liberalized version of Qiamsty that makes few demands on
individual behaviour. Consequently, they are welitko lobby the Danish government to
institute religious rules of behaviour for the coyn There is, then, little cause for non-
theists in Denmark to feel that the secular nad@itbeir government is being threatened.

The above paragraphs present differences betweddrtited States, United
Kingdom, and Denmark in both levels of strong ahactivity and levels of religious
involvement in government and public life. The Irogtion is that the more religion

asserts itself in government and public life, thereénstrong atheist activity we see in

%3 That is, as long as we keep “religion” to mearidfgland practices related to the existence of
supernatural agencies. As discussed in chaprdive can easily see religious influences on puibdi in
Denmark in the form of the secularized welfareestathich has its origins in traditions of Lutheran
ministry and particular Lutheran figures such aar@tvig.
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response. This claim is not only supported bygehegraphic evidence presented above,
but also more direct chronological evidence ofrggratheist activity rising in the same
locale in response to particular intrusions ofgielus beliefs and concerns into public life
and government.

In Denmark, for example, a clear increase in gfratheist activity occurred after
the controversy surrounding the publication of M@hammed cartoons in September of
2005. On 30 September, 2005, the Danish newspagkemds-Postenpublished a set of
twelve cartoon representations of the prophet Maohach Not only did these cartoons
violate many Muslims’ belief that no pictorial resentations of Mohammed should be
produced or published, but several of the cart@sssciated the religion of Islam with
violence, including one depicting the head of Mohaed wrapped in a turban containing
a bomb with a lit fuse. The reaction of many Morsliin Denmark, Syria, Lebanon,
Pakistan, and Iran, after word of the cartoons spasad in early 2006, was outrage, with
large-scale protests, attacks on Danish embassiddyoycotts of Danish products
(Anderson 2006).

Membership in the Danish Atheist Company had Isteadily increasing since its
beginnings in 2002, though it still only had arowtdmembers in 2004. The
membership, as of the summer of 2008, stands alyriE¥0, with the biggest jump in
membership occurring at the end of 2005 and thenbexgy of 2006, precisely as the
cartoon controversy spread. Leadership withirkiarish Atheist Company rightly point
out that their membership had been increasing befa controversy and that they were
and are working on their own to increase their mensiip. Yet, from what | heard from

individual Danes, these efforts coincided with mjuin anti-Muslim feeling within the
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country, a feeling that sometimes led to the vieat teligion in general is the problem
and that Denmark must stand as a non-religious)aecountry against such religious
intimidation. In a downtown Copenhagen pub, fatamce, after | asked a young Danish
atheist if he would consider joining a group sushhe Danish Atheist Company, he
responded: “l would have to consider it. I'm @uwtorried about where the country may
go if we give into these Muslim fanatics. There ast too many people giving in, just
not wanting to appear racist. I'm not racistustjdon’t want to have to be quiet and live
in fear of some Muslim attack if | criticize Islabn someone else criticizes Islam. We're
not a religious country and we have rights. Thddudes the right to say something bad
about religion and Islam*®*

Another notable example of a rise in strong athesvity in the wake of religion
asserting itself in public life is the atheist lmasnpaign discussed above. The bus
campaign was not unprovoked atheist activism irosfijon to “religion,” in general.
Rather, it was a specific response to a set of nomseand very prominent Christian
advertisements placed on London buses from an mag#on called “Proclaiming Truth
in London,” which hosts a website, jesussaid.argyhich the ads refer viewers. The
writer Ariane Sherine, in her effort to start aheast bus campaign, was objecting
specifically to the fact that when one goes togsaid.org, one finds the message that
one will spend an eternity in hell if one rejedts Christian offer of salvation. She saw
this as fear-mongering and thought a proper regpwosild be “There’s probably no

God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.” Imig instance, if the Christian

194 While many, including the atheist quoted hereirgeDenmark as a non-religious country in oppositio
to the “religious insanity” of Islam, others reasd@enmark’s Christian heritage, arguing that Claisty,
and especially Danish Christianity, is a peacefid enlightened religion as opposed to Islam (Dencik
2007).
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organization had not placed numerous large adeengsts proclaiming that Jesus is the
only way to salvation on a whole fleet of Londorsés, this particular strong atheist
campaign would never have occurred.

Besides these specific instances, it is alsodise that what has been called the
“new atheist” movement, that is, the rise in straigeist discourse and activism since the
early 2000’s, as seen in membership numbers insathiganizations and book sales of
strong atheist books such as those of Sam Hanlifk@hard Dawkins, has been in part
caused by the reassertion of religion in publiaia$fand government through the
terrorist attacks of September™ 2001 and the presidency of George W. Bush. Bbth
these key events appear to have made clear to nmmtheists that religious beliefs and
behaviours are not disappearing quietly but raginerstill affecting world events in a
significant and harmful way.

Regarding strong atheist discourse, it is clear 8eptember land the Bush
presidency have been crucial drivers of the “ndweiam.” Sam Hatrris, for instance,
began to write his anti-religious volumije End of Faithmmediately after the
September M attacks, dismayed that the public response waligious tolerance
rather than a rational assessment of the irratitgrafi religious belief and its connection
to violent extremism (Saltman 2006; Adler 2006urtRermore, Richard Dawkins was
told by his literary agent not to write a book likee God Delusioim the late 1990’s.
Around 2004-2005, however, he was told that the tivas right. Dawkins relates that
his agent “was thinking of the American context artht happened was George Bush. |
mean | think in the Clinton era there was no fegbhan oppressive theocracy while

under George Bush there was. And if we would Heagemuch more of him, or
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somebody like him, the United States very well nigdve turned into something very
unpleasant” (BBC Newsnight 2009).

Dawkins and his literary agent’'s assessment oAtherican context fits well
with my own experiences with strong atheists intim¢ed States, many of whom only
became active, by joining local and national athaiganizations and beginning to self-
identify as atheists, in the wake of Septembéldrid the Bush presidency. A middle-
aged male atheist from Kansas City, for instanagegne this answer in response to my
guestion as to why he joined American Atheistsjolthed in 2003. 9-11 was bad
enough. | saw then what religious craziness canlidain’t going away. But then Bush
and his cronies, they just ooze religion. Talkabgut saving the country “one soul at a
time” and the “wonder working power” of America...mlean...l was raised in a
Pentecostal church; I know those references. Austican’t believe his round-the-world
crusades stuff... like he’s some sort of Christiaarer against evil. Are you kidding
me? This guy’s supposed to be the President ditiked States! This stuff is
endangering America. It's got to stop.”

Given the history of the United States and theartgnce of religious beliefs and
identity, Bush was by no means the first politiciarbring his conservative Christianity
to Washington. Yet, for many atheists | spoke wghsh was seen as more dangerous.
An older female agnostic from St. Louis, for exaeypbld me when | asked her what
was so special about Bush: “I thought religion wasr and done with. | mean, not that
no one was religious anymore, but that | could turrthe TV and not have my President
telling me to be a good Christian. There were ginae right-wing nutjobs for Reagan,

Bush one, and Clinton. But with Bush it was likey were in control. He was

318



appointing Fundie doctors to advisor positionshie administration, guys that think that
women shouldn’t have birth control and all thats just nuts.”

National level organizations in both the Unitedt&$ and the United Kingdom
have greatly prospered in the 2000’s. The Freedamm Religion Foundation in the
United States, for example, maintained a membeisgpound 4000 people for close to
10 years with little increase. After 2001, a m@pid period of growth begins and, by
2004, there are just under 6000 members. In 2@@&ever, after Bush’s re-election, the
publication ofThe End of Faithand new recruitment and publicity efforts by EeRF,
membership jumped by another 1,000, while betw&®&® 2nd 2007, with the continued
Bush presidency and the publicationTtfe God Delusianrmembership dramatically
increased to nearly 13,000 (Barker and Gaylor,qrerlscommunication).

A similar scenario occurred in the United Kingdwaiith the British Humanist
association. There was a period of steady groft#n 2001 and then, in 2004-2006, with
the continued Bush presidency and the support foom Tony Blair, Blair's own
perceived anti-secularity, the Mohammed cartodres publication offhe End of Faith
and the airing of Dawkins’ anti-religious documewtahe Root of All Evjlas well as
the recruitment efforts of the BHA itself (whichaldership in the BHA see as a primary
cause), membership leaped from under 4000 to @& BHA, Churchill, personal
communication).

Speaking with several atheists and humanists imdbo and Oxford, it became
clear that a significant factor in many individuelgher joining the British Humanist
Association or the National Secular Society duting time was perceived “religious

privilege” in the Blair government and the spedfd&oth a fundamentalist Muslim world
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and a fundamentalist Christian America threatefiing rest of us” with their
dogmatism.

The pattern in Western countries, then, seems. c\éen the religious are seen
by the non-religious as inserting religious beli@fsl behavioural demands into the
public sphere and into government policy, manyhefrion-religious noticeably increase
their strong atheist sentiments and behaviours) frerbally attacking religious beliefs as
dangerous delusions and religious believers aslddlweaklings to joining local and
national organizations.

What does this pattern show? Why would we seeiticrease in strong atheist
sentiment and activity in the face of religion’séntion into the public sphere? A
possible answer lies in the discussion of normdtiveat in chapter five. There, |
outlined the work of political scientist Karen Stemn, who has conducted both large
surveys and laboratory studies on the effectswairgety of normative threats, that is,
threats to the “oneness and sameness,” (whichpaem pluralistic societies, are
common authority and shared values), on “groupsiiaviours and sentiments (Stenner
2005). For example, Stenner primed white participan both surveys and laboratory
studies with such threats as belief diversity witthie country, the quality of country’s
leaders, and blacks gaining relative to whitesfandd that such threats to the security of
“White America,” she encouraged more authoritarg@o;white judgments and
recommendations among those with conservativerigani

Importantly for the discussion of strong athegstations to religion, Stenner
found a similar but opposite effect for participantith strong liberal tendencies. In the

face of these same primes concerning belief dityeasid blacks gaining relative to
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whites, socially liberal white Americans actualhcreased their commitment to their
liberal vision of America, disagreeing even moresgly with conservative and racist
sentiments and more strongly opposing conservatiieies. The implication is that
threatening stimuli, such as belief diversity a tirospect of the policies of outgroups
being implemented, can encourage greater committoembat one sees as the proper
normative order of society, whether this order beservative or liberal. It is not the
case, then, that all threats encourage conservaiginthat such threats are relative to the
content of one’s view of the normative order, oruse Taylor’s terminology, one’s
“social imaginary,” a conception of what societywsat it is for, and what makes one a
proper member.

What appears to be occurring among strong athéiss, is that their vision of
what modern society is and should be, as well e wiakes one a proper member of
that society, is normatively threatened by the gmes of more conservatively religious
individuals in public life and the attempt by marfithese individuals’ attempts to
introduce religiously inspired policies and puldianbols, such as erecting monuments to
the ten commandments of the Hebrew Bible in Amerimaurtrooms. Throughout the
duration of my fieldwork in the United States, totample, | heard from self-identified
atheists, agnostics, and humanists who felt b@hdad anger at the prospects of a
continuation of the policies of George W. Bush tlgio the election of a Republican
president in 2008. The primary concern was thetfeat several Supreme Court justices
would be retiring during the administration of thext President and that, if a Republican

were elected, the Supreme Court would have a cestde majority and the United
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States would move towards a theocratic state, pvélyers being reinstituted in public
schools, Roe vs. Wade overturned, and homosexaaldyblasphemy being outlawed.

This concern with theocracy is reflected in thevést work of lawyer Eddie
Tabash, who frequently speaks at atheist and htnemmventions about the threat to
personal freedom of conscience and behaviour pogéuk religious right in American
politics. At the American Atheist convention infieapolis in 2008, he was particularly
focused on the Presidential election and the pibiggitf a religiously conservative
Supreme Court slowly turning the Untied States atbeocracy. The concern is also
reflected in such websites as theocracywatch.ohng;woffers a large amount of
information on the background of the Christian tighthe United States and their
explicit goals to combat “secular humanism,” aslaslthe websites of many large
national organizations such as American Atheiststaa Freedom From Religion
Foundation.

| found similar concerns among many atheists, @afhg in the United States. A
young atheist in St. Louis, for example, told mat thice-presidential candidate Sarah
Palin “scares the crap” out of her. When | askeparticular what the fear entailed, she
responded, “Next stop, ladies and gentlemen, tlaegcrYou won’t have the right to
disagree with Christianity and all its bullshit patchal morals.” A few others were quite
open about these fears motivating them to joirvesttefforts, from joining local atheist
Meetup groups and reading books by Dawkins, Haarid, Hitchens in order to become
more educated on the issues to joining nation&l lerganizations such as Americans
United For the Separation of Church and State hadrteedom From Religion

Foundation in order to help with lobbying effonssWashington.
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While | never witnessed an atheist explicitly exping their image of what
society should be in any systematic way, the saciaginary of atheists in every country
| visited, as judged by survey answers concerrtieg tnoral judgments and
conversations about religion and secular socigtgeared to match quite closely with
Charles Taylor’'s notion of a “system of mutual igrfe According to Taylor, a shift
occurred in the social imaginaries of most Westerirethe 1 and 18' centuries during
which individuals began to see society servingnideds of individuals, who hold certain
rights by their status as individuals, instead pfexexisting order based in some
transcendent principle such as the divine righkinfis (2007). Society no longer existed
to glorify a God or king but to benefit all of thedividuals within it. All worked in order
to benefit themselves and others and behaviour tafe judged by many according to
whether it prevented the happiness or interferdt thie liberty of an individual.

And indeed, the moral progressivism scores of thetsts, as measured by
Haidt's scale, reveal that they care much more apventing harm, suffering, and
injustice than keeping the social group “pure” sarictified” or deferring to authority or
demonstrating loyalty to nations. Religions arerskby many non-theists, and definitely
by strong atheists, as authoritarian and oppressiiredividual liberties and happiness, as
they make extensive behavioural demands regardxgrisd marriage, among other
domains. The implication, then, is that, accordmghany modern Westerners, a proper
society places no such demands on individualsyiiddials who should not only be left to
but encouraged and helped to pursue their own hapgpi

When one possesses such a view of society apdnp®se, it is not surprising

that terrorist attacks on the United States anddmservative Islamic discourse
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associated with those supporting such attackseme @&s a normative threat to this
society of mutual benefit, as the purpose of sutdtks is frequently interpreted as an
attempt to move towards a world-wide Islamic thaogr Likewise, when one possesses
such a view of society and its purpose, it is mopssing that having members of the
American religious right gaining direct access testlent George W. Bush through
weekly telephone conversations (Sharlet 2006)sis s¢en as a normative threat, as the
stated goal of many on the religious right is tedeem” the United States for Christ and
to institute “biblically-based” policies.

Given that such normative threats encourage greatemitment to ideologies, it
naturally follows that such threats to modern, &csociety by those with religiously-
based agendas encourages greater commitment tarssaciety in the minds and actions
of those who see society as existing for the muieakfit, liberty, and happiness of those
individuals who live within it. And that is preely what we find. We find that in the
times and places when religious people attempitdttute rules based in religion but
with no clear secular benefit to the happinessidividuals, such as not allowing
homosexuals to marry, not allowing women to hawatans, excluding the non-
religious by placing religious symbols or behaviur public settings, more individuals
feel that their vision of a modern, secular socistthreatened and respond by attacking
religious ideas and theocratic sentiments. leiothords, in such environments, we find

more strong atheism.
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Post-script

Explaining the Patterns

| began this thesis by presenting a puzzling seatterns. Non-theism, the lack of belief
in the existence of supernatural agents, is muate m@mmon in certain nations, most
notably Sweden, Norway, and Denmark than otherst matably agrarian nations such
as Zimbabwe, El Salvador, as well as at least otiging post-industrial nation, the
United States. By contrast, strong atheism, thuploog of a lack of belief in
supernatural agents with the normative standpbattreligious beliefs and practices are
both harmful and symptomatic of a weak intellecturad moral character, is much more
common in the highly religious United States thas in the highly non-religious
Scandinavian countries. Widespread atheism amifis@nt strong atheism, then, appear
to thrive in different environments. Why? Theindual chapters of the thesis have
attempted to answer the various elements of thestiun.

The sociological data provided by Norris and lhgie (2004) and Gill and
Lundsgaarde (2004) show that existential secuaggyneasured indirectly through a host
of measures of social health and equality, is aialdlriver of increased levels of non-
theism in a nation, helping explain the differenaessee between many poor, agrarian
countries in Africa, South America, and Asia ane Wealthy Scandinavian countries.
The problem with their account lies not in the datain the explanation of the data, an
explanation centred on the role of religious bslihd practices in providing “comfort”
and relief from debilitating anxiety in the facelardships. This explanation, as |

explained, faces significant anthropological angcpslogical difficulties.
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Chapters three, four, and five outlined a morendogely responsible account of
how existentially secure environments work to paathe international pattern we see in
non-theism. Theism, it appears, depends on indalgreceiving a sufficient exposure to
CREDs regarding supernatural agent representatiéristentially secure environments,
through a variety of means, reduce CREDs and tgeezhuce the number of theists in a
population. Further, by taking into account thditidnal factor of normative threat, we
can better explain the puzzling difference betwienwealthy but religious United States
of American and the wealthy but non-religious Kingdof Denmark. These countries
more closely resemble one another economicallpmparison to agrarian states, but
have differed dramatically in levels of normatibhedat throughout their modern histories.

Chapters six, seven, and eight sought to bothritbesand explain an international
pattern in strong atheist sentiment and activitiie number of atheist groups, the
frequency of their meetings, the amount of effodividuals put into such groups, and
the vociferousness of atheist discourse variesdmtwountries and over time with the
degree to which religion is seen as constitutitigreat to the society of mutual benefit.
Whenever religious people in the West attempt to gacial and political power in the
name of religion, try to define society as religgpand attempt to enforce norms of
behaviour based on religious claims, strong athédsanishes. Chapter seven argued
that the normative sentiments underlying strongiatractivity are the joint product of
innate moral intuitions and socio-cultural narraivand exemplars that tap into these
intuitions to produce socially-valued virtues. @te eight argued that the pattern we see
in strong atheist activity can be partially exptdrby the notion of normative threat, as

most atheists and secularists view modern socgehaging a certain “normative order,”
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which Charles Taylor labels as a “system of mubaefit” and individual liberty.

When this normative order is threatened througiteable disagreement over values,
such as with those who believe society should barozed according to religious
authority, or by having a leader who espouses apgasewpoints, such as George W.
Bush, or through direct attack, such as those pfeseber 11, 2001, we see commitment

to the ideology of strong atheism increase.

The Future of Atheism

The future prospects of non-theism and strong sitheaccording to the account of these
phenomena given above, is very much tied to saglio@l conditions. In opposition to
traditional secularization theory, it does not agg@at “modernity,” on its own,
necessarily leads to widespread non-theism. Rathéespread non-theism, as we see in
Scandinavia, is the product of particular condsioh both existential and normative
security. When modernity brings about such coadgj modernity produces widespread
non-theism. When modernity does not bring aboadh wnditions, as is the case in the
United States, we do not see widespread non-thelisrapposition to accounts of
religious beliefs and practices being somehownstd to the human condition, such as
Stark and Bainbridge’s rational choice theory, wjglead and enduring non-theism does
not appear to be impossible. Rather, religiougefseéind practices are the product of
both more fixed, pan-human cognitive mechanismsesvitonments with higher
degrees of existential and normative threat andseguently, adequate exposure to
CREDs. The future of non-theism in the West, thedependent on the levels of

existential and normative threat.
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Similarly, it appears that the future prospectstodng atheism are also tied to
socio-cultural traditions. Strong atheism is dejmm on a morality focused on
harm/care and fairness/reciprocity at the expehggooup/loyalty, authority/respect,
and purity/sanctity, which in turn appears to g@duct of modern society and the
“system of mutual benefit.” It is also dependemnttioe strong presence of religious
beliefs and demands in public life. If the Chastiright, for instance, gained more
political power in the United States, we would s&eng atheist sentiment and activity
rise to meet it. Conversely, if all religious ingiuals in the United States ceased to
discriminate against the non-religious for bottvaté and public sector jobs, including
public office, and ceased efforts to introduces&gion declaring the United States a
Christian nation or opposing behavioural practioeseligious reasons, such as abortion
and gay marriage, then we would see strong atbemtment and activity drop in the

United States to more closely match Sweden and @dam

The Future of this Research

Much of my account of theism and non-theism retieshe notion of credibility
enhancing displays and their ability to “enhand® tredibility of supernatural agent
concepts. This notion is supported by existingaesh in social and developmental
psychology, as well as my survey results. Mordrabtied studies demonstrating the
effects of such displays would be quite valuableanfirming the effects of CREDSs,

whether utilizing a dependent measure of self-rispafrexplicit belief or, utilizing some
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version of new techniques devised by social psyists Shariff, Cohen, and
Norenzayan (2008), implicit beliet>

Further, while | surveyed a wider range of attseisan Hunsberger and
Altemeyer (2006), in terms of both geographicablam and level of participation in
atheist organizations, my survey is by no meansesgmtative of all non-theists.
Likewise, my very small snowball and self-selectbaenple of theists is not
representative of theists. Larger, nationally espntative studies would be ideal to
further test my claims of the importance of CRERd the role of social influence on the
construction of moral sentiments.

In addition, one category of non-theists was lgrggnored in my research, non-
theists who happen to self-identify as religiodsyasing to use words like “God” and
“eternity” in non-supernatural ways. | would pretdihat these individuals witnessed
fewer CREDs concerning supernatural agent conedmpts growing up than did those
self-identifying religious individuals, but this @@s to be investigated.

And finally, my account focuses specifically oe test, and it is possible that
factors specific to the West and its history arekivg to influence my data. One
intriguing possibility for cross-cultural extensmaf this research lie in India, where the
vast majority of individuals are theistic but th@leo exist a wealth of rationalist groups
and individuals, such as the Science and RatideaAssociation of India, seeking to
discredit travelling holy men and healers, who tfes} prey on the superstitious thinking

of the citizens of India. Another opportunity liesJapan, where atheist and rationalist

195 Shariff and colleagues (2008) used a modifiedigarsf the Harvard Implicit Association Task, tesfi
the association between religious words and theseceated with truth, in order to see if being esqabto
atheist arguments, such as those of Richard Daw&msd actually lower implicit belief in the exéstce
of God.
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groups are quite rare and most people identify Hadwes as non-religious but also
perform many religious practices, presenting amaecounter-example of the role of
CREDs (Reader 1991).

These and other opportunities exist for furtheand refining the accounts |
present in this thesis of non-theism and strongiath. It is my hope that many of them
can be pursued as we attempt to better undergtancbhtributions of both
maturationally natural cognitive mechanisms andosoultural contexts in the

construction of our beliefs and values.
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APPENDIX A. SURVEYS FOR NON-THEISTS

All Surveys were conducted through the use of tiilae survey service,
Surveymonkey.com.

Initial Survey

On Non-theism

1. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

While much research is done on religious belief, less is done on atheism and agnosticism.

This survey will ask you questions about your atheism, agnosticism, or similar standpoint as well as your
experiences, upbringing, and friends. Some questions are multiple choice, while others will ask you to type in a few
sentences or a paragraph.

Your answers to these questions will help us get a better descriptive picture of non-theism and also test numerous
hypotheses about how various factors influence beliefs.

The survey attempts to be thorough; it is, therefore, somewhat long. The time it will take you to complete the
survey depends on how detailed you would like to be on the open-ended questions. Some people have reported
finishing in 25 minutes, while others report that it took them closer to 1 hour. If you wish to exit the survey and
complete it at a later time, the software should allow this. If you have a problem, please email me at
Jonathan.lanman@anthro.ox.ac.uk

Thanks very much for your participation.

1. Please indicate the label you use to identify yourself.

D Athelst D Religious Naturalist
D Non-theist D Pantheist

D Agnostic D Humanist

D Deist D MNone/no label

D Theist

D Other {please specify)

2. If you selected multiple labels, please indicate the label you prefer the most.
| |

2. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

1. How do you define the word "atheism"?

-

3. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

1. How do you define the term "non-theism™?

| ‘)

4, About Your Beliefs and Affiliations
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On Non-theism

1. How do you define the word "agnosticism"?

5. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

1. How do you define the word "deism"?

| ‘.

6. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

1. How do you define the term "religious naturalism"?

7. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

1. How do you define the word "pantheism"?

| 'l..

8. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

1. How do you define the term "humanism"?

9. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

|LJ_

1. Since you listed either (Other) or (None/no label)as your choice, please describe
your beliefs regarding the existence of supernatural agents such as gods and ghosts.

10. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

-
| ‘..

1. Please describe why you feel your position (such as atheism, agnosticism, or non-
theism) is the correct one.

11. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

Page 2
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On Non-theism

1. In your mind, what is the likelihood that the following exist?

For example, if you are not certain that there is no afterlife but find it highly
improbable, you might list 1% for the afterlife item. Similarly, if you have never
visited the pyramids of Egypt but for the most part trust books, media, and other

people, you might list 99% for the pyramids of Egypt.
0% 1% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

@
=
£
~
=1
F
@
=1
&
o
o
£
w0
b
-
i
o
e
F

THE AFTERLIFE
TRADITIONAL GOD{an all-
knowing, all-powerful, and
all good creator and moral
enforcer)

SOME HIGHER POWER
SUB-ATOMIC PARTICLES

GHOSTS

GLOBAL WARMING
(meaning human use of
fossll fuels |s causing the
temperature of the earth's
atmosphere to increase)
SOULS

DESTINY {individuals
being "meant” far
somathing)

0000 OO
o000 OO
o000 OO
0000 OO
o000 OO
0000 0O
O000 OO
0000 OO
0000 0OO0:
0000 OO
o000 OO
0000 OO
o000 OO

CANCER

DEISTIC GOD (A divine
architect of the universe
who does not interfere in
human affairs)
EVOLUTION BY NATURAL
SELECTION

ANGELS

ALIENS (humanoid beings
with intelligence similar or
superior to human
intelligence}

KARMA (& cosmic
kalancing scale that
results in good actions
being rewarded and bad
actions being punished}

THE PYRAMIDS OF EGYPT O O O O O O O O

Comments and Additions {please note if you are not sure of the meaning of an item)

O OO0 00 0O
Q000 0O 00
0 DOV 0L OO
O 00O 00 0O
o 000 00 0O
OO OQ 0L
O OO0 00 0O
OO0 ) O 00
O O O 00
O 00O 00 0O
O OO0 00 00O
o 000 00 00

OO0y O Ol

O
O
O
O
O

-

12. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations
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On Non-theism

1. What is your political affiliation?

O Democrat O Libaral Democrat (UK)

O Republican O Conservative Party (Canada)
O Independent O Bloc Québécois (Canada)

O None O Liberal Party {Canada}

O Consarvative [UK) O Mew Damocratic Party (Canada)

o Labour (LK)

O Other [please specify party and country)

13. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

1. Are you currently a member of a religious organization or congregation?

O ves
o No

If yes, please name the organization anrd tell how long you have been a member.

=

14. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

1. Are you currently a member of any atheist, secularist, humanist, or similar
organization at a national or local level?

If yes, please name the organization and tell how leng you have been @ member.

-

2. Are you currently a member of any online organization devoted to atheism,
agnosticism, or humanism?

O Yes
O wo

If yes, please name the group and tell how long you have been a member,

o
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On Non-theism

15. About Your Activities

1. If you are a member of a non-theist organization, how frequently do you attend
meetings?

D Not applicable
D Rarely

D Once every few manths

D Once a month

D A few times a month

D Once a weeak

D Maore than once a week

Camments

16. About Your Activities

‘ .>

1. Approximately how many hours per week do you spend
reading/watching/listening to non-theist media (such as books by prominent non-
theists, non-theist periodicals, and non-theist websites/forums)?

D Under 1 hour per week

D 1-3 hours per week

D 3-5 hours per week

D 5-10 hours per week

D 10-15 hours per week

D More than 15 hours per week

Comments

17. About Your Activities

‘ "

1. If you do visit websites/discussion boards devoted to non-theism or secularism,
please list some of these websites (Please write those websites you visit most
frequently first).

| 4
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18. About Your Activities

1. If you admire or appreciate the work of particular non-theist authors or public
figures, please list them here in approximate order of preference, including
comments as you wish.

19. About Your Intuitions

Some atheists and agnostics have reported that even though they do not believe in any supernatural beings or
powers, they still periodically have intuitions about supernatural beings/forces being at work. For example, one
atheist noted that, while in severe pain at a hospital, he felt himself asking “Why me? I have not harmed anyone,” a
thought which requires an unconscious belief in a force that punishes immoral behaviors. Likewise, an agnostic noted
that, after walking away from a severe car accident, she felt that she must be "meant” for something in this life.
The questions below will ask about whether or not you have had such intuitions and how strong you feel they are.
Note that the questions are not asking if you believed and acted upon such intuitions, only if you have had them.

We realize that some of you may be reluctant to disclose that you have had intuitions that are at odds with your
beliefs. Likewise, we realize that you might attempt to guess the answers we are looking for. We can only request

that you give truthful answers rather than those that you think someone of your beliefs SHOULD give or those that
you think we are looking for.

1. How often, since you have held your current views, have you had the thought
“"Why me? I'm a good person” when you experience an unfortunate occurrence
(e.g. becoming seriously ill, losing a loved one, experiencing failure, losing your job,
losing a significant amount of money, having a car accident)

O I hawve this thought every time such an unfortunate event occurs.

O I normally have this thought when such an unfortunate event ocours, but not always.

O I have this thought around half the times such unfortunate events secur.

O I sometimes have this thought when such an unfortunate event occurs, but not that often.
O I never have this thought when such an unfortunate event occcurs.

O I have not experienced an unfortunate event since 1 have held my current views,

Please feel free to leave comments on this question and the paragraphs above.

| F

20. About Your Intuitions

Some atheists/agnostics have reported that even though they do not believe in any supernatural beings or powers,
they still periodically have intuitions about supernatural beings/forces being at work. For example, one atheist noted
that, while in severe pain at a hospital, he felt himself asking "Why me? I have not harmed anyone,” a thought
which requires an unconscious belief in a force that punishes immoral behaviors. Likewise, an agnostic noted that,
after walking away from a severe car accident, she felt that she must be "meant” for something in this life. The
guestions below will ask about whether or not you have had such intuitions and how strong you feel they are. Note
that the questions are not asking if you believed and acted upon such intuitions, only if you have had them.
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We realize that some of you may be reluctant to disclose that you have had intuitions that are at odds with your
beliefs. We can only request that you give truthful answers rather than those that you think someone of your beliefs
SHOULD give.

1. If you have had such intuitions during /after unfortunate events, please rate their
average strength.

O Very weak

O Moderately weak

O Samewhat weak

O Somewhat strong
O Moderately strong
O Very streng

21. About Your Intuitions

Some atheists/agnostics have reported that even though they do not believe in any supernatural beings or powers,
they still periodically have intuitions about supernatural beings/forces being at work. For example, one atheist noted
that, while in severe pain at a hospital, he felt himself asking "Why me? I have not harmed anyone,” a thought
which requires an unconscious belief in a force that punishes immaoral behaviors. Likewise, an agnostic noted that,
after walking away from a severe car accident, she felt that she must be "meant” for something in this life. The
questions below will ask about whether or not you have had such intuitions and how strong you feel they are. Note
that the guestions are not asking if you believed and acted upon such intuitions, only if you have had them.

We realize that some of you may be reluctant to disclose that you have had intuitions that are at odds with your
beliefs. We can only request that you give truthful answers rather than those that you think someone of your beliefs
SHOULD give.

1. If you have had such an intuition, please describe the situation in which it arose. If
you have had many such intuitions, please choose one or two that you feel to be
noteworthy.

| -

22. About Your Intuitions

Some atheists/agnostics have reported that even though they do not believe in any supernatural beings or powers,
they still periodically have intuitions about supernatural beings/forces being at work. For example, one atheist noted
that, while in severe pain at a hospital, he felt himself asking "Why me? I have not harmed anyone,” a thought
which requires an unconscious belief in a force that punishes immoral behaviors. Likewise, an agnostic noted that,
after walking away from a severe car accident, she felt that she must be "meant” for something in this life. The
guestions below will ask about whether or not you have had such intuitions and how strong you feel they are. Note
that the guestions are nat asking if you believed and acted upon such intuitions, only if you have had them.

We realize that some of you may be reluctant to disclose that you have had intuitions that are at odds with your
beliefs. We can only reqguest that you give truthful answers rather than those that you think someone of your beliefs
SHOULD give.
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1. How often, since you have held your current views, have you had the thought,
“"Wow, I must be a good person” or "I must be meant for something” or “"Someone
must like me” when experiencing good fortune or avoiding a serious misfortune (e.g.
winning a lottery-like contest, avoiding injury in an accident, avoiding an accident
that would have caused injury)?

O I have this thought every time such a fortunate event occurs.

O I normally have this thought when such a fortunate event occurs, but not always,

O I have this thought on approximate half of the secasions such fortunate events occur.

O I sometimes have this thought when such a fortunate event occurs, but not that often.

O I never have this thought when such a fortunate event occurs.

O I have not experienced a fortunate event since I have held my current views.

23. About Your Intuitions

Some atheists/agnostics have reported that even though they do not believe in any supernatural beings or powers,
they still periodically have intuitions about supernatural beings/forces being at work. For example, one atheist noted
that, while in severe pain at a hospital, he felt himself asking "Why me? I have not harmed anyone,” a thought
which requires an uncenscious belief in a force that punishes immoral behaviors. Likewise, an agnostic noted that,
after walking away from a severe car accident, she felt that she must be "meant” for something in this life. The
questions below will ask about whether or not you have had such intuitions and how strong you feel they are. Note
that the guestions are not asking if you believed and acted upon such intuitions, only if you have had them.

We realize that some of you may be reluctant to disclose that you have had intuitions that are at odds with your
beliefs. We can only request that you give truthful answers rather than those that you think someone of your beliefs
SHOULD give.

1. If you have had such intuitions during/after a fortunate event, please rate their
average strength.

O Very weak
O Moderately weak

o Somewhat weak

O Somewhat strong

O Moderately strong

O Very strong

24. About Your Intuitions

Some atheists/agnostics have reported that even though they do not believe in any supernatural beings or powers,
they still periodically have intuitions about supernatural beings/forces being at work. For example, one atheist noted
that, while in severe pain at a hospital, he felt himself asking "Why me? I have not harmed anyone,” a thought
which requires an unconscious belief in a force that punishes immoral behaviors. Likewise, an agnostic noted that,
after walking away from a severe car accident, she felt that she must be "meant” for something in this life. The
gquestions below will ask about whether or not you have had such intuitions and how strong you feel they are. Note
that the questions are not asking if you believed and acted upon such intuitions, only if you have had them.
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We realize that some of you may be reluctant to disclose that you have had intuitions that are at odds with your
beliefs. We can only request that you give truthful answers rather than those that you think someone of your beliefs
SHOULD give.

1. If you have had such an intuition, please describe the situation in which it arose. If
you have had many such intuitions, please choose one that you feel to be
noteworthy.

| -

25. About Your Intuitions

Some atheists/agnostics have reported that even though they do not believe in any supernatural beings or powers,
they still periodically have intuitions about supernatural beings/forces being at work. For example, one atheist noted
that, while in severe pain at a hospital, he felt himself asking "Why me? I have not harmed anyone,” a thought
which requires an unconscious belief in a force that punishes immoral behaviors. Likewise, an agnostic noted that,
after walking away from a severe car accident, she felt that she must be "meant” for something in this life, The
questions below will ask about whether or not you have had such intuitions and how strong you feel they are. Note
that the questions are not asking if you believed and acted upon such intuitions, only if you have had them.

We realize that some of you may be reluctant to disclose that you have had intuitions that are at odds with your

beliefs. We can only request that you give truthful answers rather than those that you think someone of your beliefs
SHOULD give.

1. How often, since you have held your current views, have you had intuitions that
some event was meant as a “'sign?” Such signs might include those of warning,
approval, or comfort.

O I eonstantly have such intuitions

O I have such intuitions with great frequency

O I have such Intuitions with some degree of frequency
O I have such Intultions, but anly once In a while

O I rarely have such intuitions

O I hawe never had such an Intuitien since I have held my current views,

26. About Your Intuitions

Some atheists/agnostics have reported that even though they do not believe in any supernatural beings or powers,
they still periodically have intuitions about supernatural beings/forces being at work. For example, one atheist noted
that, while in severe pain at a hospital, he felt himself asking “Why me? I have not harmed anyone,” a thought
which requires an unconscious belief in a force that punishes immoral behaviors. Likewise, an agnostic noted that,
after walking away from a severe car accident, she felt that she must be "meant” for something in this life. The
guestions below will ask about whether or not you have had such intuitions and how strong you feel they are. Note
that the questions are not asking if you believed and acted upon such intuitions, only if you have had them.

We realize that some of you may be reluctant to disclose that you have had intuitions that are at odds with your
beliefs. We can only request that you give truthful answers rather than those that you think someone of your beliefs
SHOULD give.
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1. If you have had such intuitions of events being signs, please rate the average
strength of these intuitions.

O Very weak

O Moderately weak

O Samewhat weak
O Somewhat strong

O Moderately strong

O Very strong
27. About Your Intuitions

Some atheists/agnostics have reported that even though they do not believe in any supernatural beings or powers,
they still periodically have intuitions about supernatural beings/forces being at work. For example, one atheist noted
that, while in severe pain at a hospital, he felt himself asking "Why me? I have not harmed anyone,” a thought
which requires an uncenscious belief in a force that punishes immoral behaviors. Likewise, an agnostic noted that,
after walking away from a severe car accident, she felt that she must be "meant” for something in this life. The
questions below will ask about whether or not you have had such intuitions and how strong you feel they are. Note
that the questions are not asking if you believed and acted upon such intuitions, only if you have had them.

We realize that some of you may be reluctant to disclose that you have had intuitions that are at odds with your
beliefs. We can only request that you give truthful answers rather than those that you think someone of your beliefs
SHOULD give.

1. If you have had such an intuition, please describe the situation in which it arose. If
you have had many such intuitions, please choose one that you feel to be
noteworthy.

28. About Your Becoming an Atheist/Agnostic/Non-theist

1. How old were you when you first realized that you had no belief in the existence
of God or gods?
[ _ |

29. About Your Becoming an Atheist/Agnostic/Non-theist

1. Please describe how you came to be a non-theist? If you feel you have always
been a non-theist, please indicate this.

\' F

30. About Your Becoming an Atheist/Agnostic/Non-theist
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1. What description best characterizes your move to atheism/agnosticism?
O Not Applicable

O A natural process that I did not really need to think that much about
O An intellectual struggle to figure out what I should believe

O Other (please specify)

i >

31. About Your Becoming an Atheist/Agnostic/Non-theist

1. What setting were you in when you were becoming a non-theist (e.g. living at
home, at college)?

Leave blank if you have always been a non-theist.

-

32. About Your Becoming an Atheist/Agnostic/Non-theist

1. Whom were you most associating with when you were in the process of becoming
a non-theist (e.g. family, school friends, church friends, teachers)?

Leave blank if you have always been a non-theist.

33. About Your Non-theism
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1. Some non-theists argue that religious beliefs are not only false but also dangerous
and oppressive. They argue that the world would be better off without religion.

Other non-theists, while agreeing that religious beliefs are false, view religion as
neutral or even as a positive and beneficial force in the world. They argue that
getting rid of all religious beliefs would do little good and would potentially do great
harm.

Do you view religious belief as a positive, neutral, or negative force in the world?

-5 Ver 5 Ver

" 0 Neutral ¥

negative =i = positive

force

Religious belief in general O

Liberal religion {non-literal, O
non-fundamentalist)

w
L]
5N
L)
w
Fs

Judaism

Islam

Belief in God/gods without
being affiliated to a
particular religion

O 000 00
O 000 00
O 000 OO0
O 000 OO0
O 00000}
O 000 00
O 000 0O
O 000 OO
O 000 OO0

O 000

Christianity

Further comments

34. About Your Becoming an Atheist/Agnostic
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1. Some non-theists report morally rejecting religion prior to intellectually rejecting it.
For example, one atheist who was raised religious rejected the Christian God as
oppressive and authoritarian at 13. It was not until age 16 that she became
convinced that Christian beliefs, and all other supernatural beliefs, were factually
wrong.

Other non-theists report that their moral rejection of religious beliefs came after
their intellectual rejection.

Did you have moral abjections to religious beliefs or religious people before you came
to think that religious beliefs were most likely wrong?

O Mot applicable

O Moral rejection first
O Moral & intellectual rejection simultaneously

O Intellectual rejection first

Furthar comments

35. About Your Becoming an Atheist/Agnostic

1. If you did have moral objections prior to having intellectual rejection, how
important do you think your moral rejection was in leading you to become a non-
theist?

O Naot important at all
O Somewhat important

O Moderately important

O Very impartant

Further comments

36. About Your Becoming an Atheist/Agnostic/Non-theist
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1. In your moral rejection of religion, how immoral did you find the following? (Please

note that you cannot use the same rating for more than one item).
0= Not S= i0=
immaral 1 2 3 4 Moderately a
at all immaoral
Specific doctrines about
God/gods [ex, original sin, o
homaphobia, etc.)

o O O
The behavier of religious O O O O
OO0

a8 = Extreamely
immoral

peaple

God or gods (in terms of O
how you thought God was
affecting your life, such as
through causing you or

others to suffer)

OO O
ale (9
QO O
OO O -
OO O
OO O
(OO

Further comments

37. About Your Becoming an Atheist/Agnostic/Non-theist

1. Do your friends and family know of your non-theism?

O Yes
O e

O Some do know; some do not

Please provide details.

38. About Your Becoming an Atheist/Agnostic/Non-theist

1. Please rate, on scale from 0 to 10, how consequential it WOULD BE for you IF your
non-theism became known to your friends/family.

] 1 2 3 4 5 & 7 B 9 10
If it became aw
rri:nd: :ﬁﬂ pzners = O O O O O O O O O O O
1f it became known Lo O O O O o O O O O o O

family members

39. About Your Becoming an Atheist/Agnostic/Non-theist
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1. Please rate, on scale from 0 to 10, how consequential it was for you when your
non-theism became known to your friends and family.

When my non-theism O O
Q O

3 4 - a 7 B -] 10
kecame known to my O O O O O O O O
friends/peers.
bacame known ta my © Q O Q O
family.

Please pravide details of any consequences of your athelsm/agnosticism,

a

40. About Your Becoming an Atheist/Agnostic/Non-theist

1. Please rate, on scale from 0 to 10, how consequential it WOULD HAVE BEEN for
you to come out as an atheist/agnostic at age 12-15.

:‘fmr)r'l:nfrlendsfpeers had 6 (1) 6 Cj) é é é é 6 6 6
lkfn;r:nparentsffamily had O O O O O o o O O O o

Please describe what you think the consequences might have been.

41. About Your Becoming an Atheist/Agnostic/Non-theist

1. Was there a time in your life during which you did believe in a traditional God?
O Yes
O No

If yes, please provide details, especially yeur age during this period.

42. About You

1. How old are you?

|
43. About You
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1. Sex

O Female
O Male

44. About You

1. Marital Status
O Singla

(O marriea

O Divarced

(O widaved

O Unmarried but with long term partner

o Other {please specify)

45. About You

1. Do you have children?

O ves

46. About You

‘o

1. If you do have children, how many children do you have?
| |

47. About You
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1. Ethnic Origin

D African, Black, African American

D Native American, Alaska Native
D White or Caucasian

D Asian (including Indian subcontinent)

D Aslan American
D Hispanic, Latino

D Mexican American, Chicana

D MNative Hawaiian, Pacific Islander

D Puerto Rican

D Other (please specify)

48. About You

1. In what country (countries) are you a citizen? If you are a citizen of multiple
countries, please indicate which affiliation you feel to be primary.
| |

49. About You

1. In what city/town, state/province, and country do you presently live?

| |
50. About You
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1. What is the approximate annual income of your household? In the comment box,

please indicate currency (American dollars, Canadian dollars, Australian dollars,
British pounds, Euros).

I:l Less than 18,000
|:| 18,001-25,000
[] 25.001-35,000
D 35,001-50,000
D 50,001-75,000
[] 7s.001-100,000

D 100,001-250,000

[] over 250,000

Comment

‘u_

51. About Your Upbringing

1. In what religion (if any) were you raised? (e.g. Catholic Christianity, Church of
England, Judaism, Islam, Lakota, Buddhism, no religion)

| -

52. About Your Upbringing
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1. To what extent did you have a “religious upbringing?” That is, to what extent,
adding it all up, did the important people in your life—such as your parents, teachers,
and church officials (if any)—do the following as you were growing up?

. 3=To a 4=To an 5=To a .
0=To no 1=To a slight 2=To a mild 6=To a great
moderate appreciable considerable
extent at all extent extent extent
extent extent extent

Ty hlohe O O ® O O O O
O O

services?
Discuss warld events in O O O O
terms of religion (in
particular how
God/ancestors/spirits would
view certain events or
actions)?

Emphasize that you should
read scriptures or other
religious materials?
Emphasize attending
special religious services
(e.g. Christmas, Easter,
Yom Kippur)?

Make it clear it would be a
very bad thing to leave
your religion?

Disapprove of your having
frisnds who were non-
raligious?

Review the teachings of a
religion at home?
Emphasize that people will
be rewarded or punished,
IN THIS LIFE, for their
actions?

O

Discuss moral dos and
don'ts in religious terms?
Emphasize making religion
an important part of your
life?

Emphasize that there is a
spiritual plan or purpose for
your life?

Emphasize that people will
be rewarded or punished
for their actions IN AN
AFTERLIFE QR FUTURE

o) O3 O Oy OO
O O OO0 00 O O O O
Ol O O Of.) O]
O O 00O 00O O O 0O O
oG O OO0 OO0y OO0
Ol O Oy O] O}
O O OO 00 O O 0O O

LIFE?

o e e e e e e e
mmmeem QO @ O Q0 ©
:ﬂae\:;;uu pray before O O O O O O O
Teach you to strictly ob

mesmowey 0 O 09O 9@ 09O 9@ 2O
commandments?

Teach you to abey O O @ O O O @)

representatives of the
divine (e.g. pastors,
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priests, rabbis)?

Teach you that your religion O O
was the truest religion?

Disapprove of you watching O O
certain television programs

or movies because of their

belng Tevil” or "ungodiy"?

OO
OO
OO
OO
00

Further comments on these items.

53. Non-theist upbringing

‘ . ’

While the previous page asked you to rate your religious upbringing, this page will ask you to rate your
atheist/agnostic and scientific upbringing.

1. To what extent did the important people in your life emphasize the following as
you were growing up.

i=Toa
0=To no 6= To a great
1 2 moderate 4 5 9
extent at all extent
extent

Teaching you that religious
claims are false

Teaching you to guestion
autharity

Teaching you to take an
Interest in the natural world
Teaching you that people in
other cultures liva
differently

Teaching you to use reason
to solve problems

O OO0
O 0000
(3 Q)OI
QU Ol
0 00 00
O 000K
() Ol OK)

Further comments

a
-

54. About Your Upbringing

1. Were you ever forced against your will to participate in religious activities (e.g.
going to church, lighting candles, praying)?

O Yes
O No

55. About Your Upbringing

o
o
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1. If you were ever forced to participate, how often did this occur?

O Daily
O A few times a week

O A few timas a month

O Once a month

O A few times a year

O Rarely

O 1 was never forced to participate

56. About Your Upbringing

1. For how long did this situation last?

O It was an isolated incident

O Far a few weeks or months

O For about a year
O Far a few years

O For most of my childhood and adolescence

Other {please specify)
‘ 3

57. About Your Upbringing

1. How old were you during this period?

C ]
58. About Your Upbringing
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1. How concerned were you as you grew up about being the victim of some type of
physical violence (e.g. bullying, corporal punishment, abuse, gangs)?
O Mot concermed at all

O Slightly or Infrequently concerned
O Moderately concarnad
O Significantly/frequently cancerned

O Constantly concerned

Qnly if you feel comfortable doing so, please describe any concerns you had with physical violence as you were growing up.

‘ ‘ '

59. About Your Upbringing

1. How would you describe the environment in which you grew up?

D Rural
I:I Suburban
D Urban

D Other (please specify)

| o

60. About Your Upbringing

1. If you can and feel comfortable doing so, please list the names of the towns/cities,
plus states/provinces of the places you have lived and for how long.

\, F

61. About Your Upbringing

379



On Non-theism

1. How often as you grew up did you experience the “outdoors” or “wilderness,”

through such activities as camping, hiking, canoeing, walking in the woods, hunting,
and fishing?

O Rarely or never

O Once every few yaars
O Once & year

O Several times a year

O Several times a month

O Several times a week

O Constantly

Comments

62. About Your Upbringing

1. How would you rate the level of RACIAL/ETHNIC diversity within the community in
which you grew up?

D Very diverse
D Moderataly diversea

D Somewhat diversa
D Somewhat homogenous
D Moderately homogenous
I:I Very homogenous

Please give details.

63. About Your Upbringing
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1. How would you rate the level of RELIGIOUS diversity within the community in
which you grew up?

O Very diverse

O Moderately diverse

O Somewhat diverse
O Somewhat homogenous
O Moderately homogenous
O Very homogenous

Flease give details.

‘LL

64. About Your Upbringing

1. To your knowledge, approximately what percentage of your friends were
agnostic or atheist when you were the following ages?

Less than 10% 10%-25% 26%-500 51%-75% 76%-100%
‘:‘fh::evou were 12 years O O O O O
h
:;'-'r ::eyou were 18 years O O O O O
Presently O O O O O

65. About Your Parents

1. Are both of your parents still alive?

O ves
O

If no, please indicate how old you were when he/she/they died and, enly if you are comfortable doing so, describe the
circumstances of his/her/thier death.

66. About Your Parents

‘ ‘ 'I

Pa ge £ 4
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1. Please describe what you know or suspect about the religious beliefs of your
mother and father. If you've had little/no contact with your parents, please describe
the religious beliefs of your guardian(s).

‘ (’

67. About Your Parents

1. Were your parents ever divorced?

(O ves
O ne

if yes, how old were you when they divorced?

68. About Your Parents

1. What were your parents/guardians' occupations as you grew up?

\_ -

69. About Your Parents
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1. In TODAY'S MONEY, what was the approximate annual income of your household
as you were growing up? In the comment box, please indicate the proper currency
(American dollars, Canadian dollars, Australian dollars, British pounds, Euros).

I:l Less than 1000
D 1000-2,500
[] 2.501-5.000
D 5,001-7,500
D 7,501-10,000
[] 10.001-15,000
D 15,001-20,000
[] 20.001-25,000
D 25,001-35,000
[] 35.001-50,000
|:| 50,001-75,000
[] 7s.001-100,000
|:| 100,000-250,000

|:| 250,001-350,000
[] 350.001-500,000

D Over 500,000

Currency used

70. About Your Parents

1. How did you feel your household’s income compared to the majority of households
you routinely associated with (neighbors, church friends, others from your school)?

O We had significantly less money than most of the househalds we associated with.

O We had less money than most other households we associated with but not significantly so.
O We had around the same amount of money as mast other households wea associated with,
O Wwe had more meney than most other households we associated with but not significantly so.
O We had significantly more money than most other households we associated with,

.

o Other {please specify)
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71. About Your Parents

1. What is the highest level of education your MOTHER has completed?
(O widdle schoal

O High Schoaol
O Assoclate's degree
O Bachelor's degres

O Postgraduate degree

O Qther (please specify)

72. About Your Parents

‘u_

1. What is the highest level of education your FATHER has completed?

O Middle School
O High Schogl

O Associate's degree
O Bachelor's degree

O Postgraduate degree

O Other {please specify)
: -
| ;

73. About Your Education

1. Did you attend a religious school?

o
O No

If yes, please give details as to the type of school and the dates you attended.

74. About Your Education

P age 27
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1. Have you graduated from high school?

O Yas
(O o

75. About Your Education

1. What was your high school result?

If from the US or Canada, please give your high school grade point average (e.g.

3.5/4.0). If from the UK, please list your A-levels and the grades you received for
them. If from Australia, please give your score on the HSC.
' = |
. =]
76. About Your Education

1. At approximately what age, if at all, did you first learn Darwin’s theory of evolution
by natural selection?

77. About Your Education

1. In what setting did you first learn Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural
selection? (e.g. home, school, church, independent study)
[ |

78. About Your Education

1. Have you attended a university or college?

O Yes
O Ho
g. =

79. About Your Education

1. Did you participate in any religious organizations during college?

O ves
O

It yes, please describe,

=
[

80. About Your Education

Fage 28
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On Non-theism

1. Did you participate in any atheist, secularist, skeptic, or like-minded organizations
in college?

O ves
CQhe

I wes, please describe,

81. About Your Education

‘LL

1. What is the highest level of education YOU have completed?

O Hiddla schisol
O High Scheol

O Assoclate’s Degros
O Bachalar's degraa

O Postgraduate degree

O Other (plasse specify)

82. Further Comments

‘LL

1. Please use this space as you wish. You might comment on the survey as a whole
or on particular questions. You might also relate something you feel to be important

about your non-theism that you have not had a chance to discuss to this point in the
survey.

=l

83. Contact Information

‘L

Your answers to this point have been completely anonymous and are much appreciated.

Page 29
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On Non-theism

1. Now, only if you are comfortable with a researcher contacting you to ask a few
further questions about some of your responses, please provide your name and
email address.

If you do not wish a researcher to contact you, please leave this comment box blank.
=]
=
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Follow-up Survey for Non-theists

This survey was sent to those individuals who raftenpleted the first survey, left their
email address and permission for me to contact thgain with additional questions.

Non-theism follow-up ver2

1. Welcome back!

Thanks to all of you for participating in the survey.

As 1 examined the preliminary results of the first part of the survey and talked with many non-theists, I realized that
a few other questions are guite relevant in understanding non-theism.

This set of questions is shorter than the last. Having said that, I have added the ability to leave this set of
questions and reenter it at a later time, in case you do not wish to answer all the questions in one sitting.

Thanks so much for your continued participation and I look forward to sharing my results with you when the project
is completed.

Jonathan A. Lanman

DPhil Student

Centre for Anthropology and Mind

Institute of Cognitive & Evolutionary Anthropology
University of Oxford

2. E-mail confirmation

1. In order to properly match up your answers on these questions with those you
gave on the earlier survey questions, please write in your e-mail address here
(please use the same e-mail address you gave on the previous survey).

3. Non-theism and Morality
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

1. Part 1. When you decide whether something is right or wrong, to what extent are
the following considerations relevant to your thinking? Please rate each statement
using this scale:

[0] = not at all relevant (This consideration has nothing to do with my judgments of
right and wrong)

[1] = not very relevant

[2] = slightly relevant

[3] = somewhat relevant

[4] = very relevant

[5] = extremely relevant (This is one of the most important factors when I judge
right and wrong)

U= nat at all 1= nat very 2= slightly 3= somewhat 5= extremely
4= very relevant
relavant relevant relevant relevant ralevant

Whether or not someone
sufferad emotionally
Whether or not some
pecple were treated
differently than others
Whethar or not
somesne’s action showed
lowa Tor his or her country
Whether or nat sameone
showed a lack of respect
for authority
Whether or not somaone
violated standards of
purity and decency
Whether or not sameone
was good at math
Whether or not someone
cared for someones weak
or vulnerable
Whether or not someonsa
acted unfairly
Whether or not someone
did something to betray
his or her group
Whether or not someone
conformed to the
traditions of society
Whether or not somecne
did something disgusting

(g ORQONO0OR] OF O
O OO 00080 OO OO
O OO0 QOoONG OO O
O O OO OO O 0 OO0
() ORI ORCIORCY O Ol
O O OO OO O O O OO

Further comments

4. Non-theism and Morality
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

1. Part 2. Please read the following sentences and indicate your agreement or

disagreement:

= =M = Sligh 4= M I = I
0 .Stmnglv 1 .mderarelv 2 . Slightly 3= Slightly agree oderately 5= Strongly
disagree disagree disagree agrae agree

Compassion for those who O O O O O O
are suffering is the most

crucial virtue,

When the government O O O O O O
makes laws, the number
one principle should be
ensuring that everyane Is
treated fairly.

1 am proud of my
country’'s history.

Respect for authority is
something all children
need to learn.

Pecple should not do
things that are disgusting,
even If no one Is harmed,
It is better to do good
than to do bad.

One of the worst things a
persan could do is hurt a
defenseless animal.
Justice is the most
Important requirement for
a soclety,

People should be loyal to
their family members,
even when they have
dane something wrong.
Men and women sach
have different roles to
play in society,

I would call some acts

O O O O Ol
O O O O 00 O 00
L) ORI Q0 OGO OO
o O O 0 00 O 00
O O O 00O O 00
O O O O 00O O 00

wrong on the grounds that
they are unnatural.

Comments
5. Moral upbringing

Parents emphasize different values in the moral upbringing of their children. Some emphasize community/group
responsibility while others emphasize individuality. Some emphasize obedience to authority while others emphasize
equality.

The following guestions will ask you what values your parents emphasized as you were growing up.
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

1. To what extent did your parents emphasize the importance of compassion and

empathy?
i=Toa
0= To no 6= To a great
ik 2 moderate 4 5
axtent at all axtent
extent

Compassien/Empathy O O O O o O O

Comments and/or specific instances

2. To what extent did your parents emphasize the importance of authority?

0= To no ct T 6= To a great
= = r
1 2 moderate 4 5 2
extent at all extent
extent

Authority O O O O O O O

Comments and/or specific instances
Zj

3. To what extent did your parents encourage you to be patriotic about your

country?
i=Toa
0= To no G= To a great
1 2 moderate 4 5 9
extent at all ot axtent

Patriotism O O O O O O O

Comments and/or specific instances

4. Some parents emphasize the authority they have over their children while others
try to minimize this authority and make their children feel like equals in decision-
making.

Please rate your parents on authority vs. equality in the household.

. Maoderately Somewhat Somewhat Moderately .
Very autheritarian very egalitarian
authoritarian autharitarian egallitarian egalitarian

Authority vs. Equality O O O O O O

Comments and/or specific instances
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

5. To what extent did your parents emphasize the importance of fairness and justice

for all people (regardless of race, class, and religion)?

3=Toa
0= To no 6= To a great
ik 2 moderate 4 =
axtent at all axtent
extent

Falrness and Justice O O O O O O O

Comments and/or specific instances
-
-

6. To what extent did your parents emphasize that the sexual (e.g. homosexuality)
or dietary (e.g. killing and eating sheep in one's back garden) practices of others
were “disgusting”?

0= To no Lo G= To a great
= = r
1 2 moderate 4 5 9
extent at all axtent
extent

Sexual/dietary disgust O O O O O O O

Comments and/or specific instances

6. About Your Beliefs

1. In your mind, what is the likelihood that the following exist?

For example, if you are not certain that there is no such thing as free will but find it
highly improbable, vou might list 1% for the free will item.
S50 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% BO% 90% 99% 100%

Free will (the abllity of a O O O O O O O O Q O O O O O

person to make free
choices; this entails the
belief that our actions are
not determined by the
combination of genetic and
environmental factors)
Telepathy {Communication
through means other than

the five traditional senses}

Quarks

OO0 O
OO0 O
oo O
OO0 O
OO0 O
OO O
OO0 O
oo O
OO O
OO O
OO0 O
OO O
OO0 O

Multiple universes

Comments

O
@)
O

7. Displays of Committment
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

1. Did at least one of your parents believe in the existence of
God/gods/supernatural forces?

O res
O 1o

8. Displays of Committment

Religious believers demonstrate different degrees of commitment to their beliefs. Some show strong commitment by
frequently attending religious meetings, praying, showing emaotion in religious settings, giving money or time to
religious organizations, fasting, or participating in public displays such as baptism, reconciliation, or religious healing.
Others have religious beliefs but do not engage in these activities or engage in them to a much lesser extent.

The following questions are about your BELIEVING parent(s). If only one parent is a believer, answer for that person;
do not average the believer and the non-believer together.

1. How frequently did your parent(s) attend religious services or meetings?

3= Moderately B= Very
0= Mot at all 1 2 4 5
frequentiy frequently
Attending services or O O O o O O
meetings
Comments

-

2. How frequently did you witness your parent(s) praying, such as at meals or family
activities?

3= Moderately B= Vary
0= Mot at all 1 2 4 5
frequently frequently
O o O o0 o o o

Comments

-

3. Did your parent(s) fast or make other sacrifices for religious reasons?

O Yes
O e
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

4. If yes, did your parent(s) follow through with their fasting/sacrifices?

O Always
O Mostly
O Sometimes
O Rarely
O Never

Comments

=

)|

5. Please rate the amount/percentage of income your parent(s) gave to religious
organizations and religious charities.

3= A maderate 6= A great
0= Nane 1 2 4 5
amount/percentage amount/percentage
O O O O O O O

Comments

-

6. To what extent did your parent(s) participate in religious charity work or religious
teaching (such as Sunday school)?

0= To no i=Toa G= To a great
= = r
1 2 moderate 4 5 d
extent at all extent
extent

Religious charity work and O O O O O O O

religlous teaching

Camments

-
7. Did your parents participate in public displays of commitment such as baptism,
reconciliation, or religious healing ceremonies?

O ves
O o

If yes, please describe
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

8. To what extent did your parent(s) bring up religion in public outside of religious

settings (e.g. telling people whom they have just met that Jesus loves them or that
Allah is watching)?

0=T 3= Toa G= T t
= To no = To a grea
1 2 moderate 4 5 s
extent at all axtent
extent
arinang up reigin s ®& o ® & ® @

Comments

-

v

9. To what extent did your parent(s) display emotion (e.g. elation, sadness) in
response to religious ideas or in religious services?

3= Toa

0= To no G= To a great
1 2 moderate 4 5
extent at all axtent
extent
Dispiay emtion @ s e @& s e @

Comments

-

10. Did your parent(s) ever experience altered states of consciousness such as
speaking in tongues, trance states, or possession?

O v
o No

If yes, please describe and Indicate approximately how often this happened.

a

11. Please use this space to describe any other displays of commitment not covered
by these questions.

9. Displays of Committment

Religious believers demonstrate different degrees of commitment to their beliefs. Some show strong commitment by
frequently attending religious meetings, praying, showing emotion in religious settings, giving money or time to
religious organizations, fasting, or participating in public displays such as baptism, reconciliation, or religious healing.

Others have religious beliefs but do not engage in these activities or engage in them to a much lesser extent.
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

1. Did you attend or participate in any churches, religious organizations, or camps
while you were growing up?

O res
O 1o

10. Displays of Committment

Religious believers demonstrate different degrees of commitment to their beliefs. Some show strong commitment by
frequently attending religious meetings, praying, showing emotion in religious settings, giving money or time to
religious organizations, fasting, or participating in public displays such as baptism, reconciliation, or religious healing.

Others have religious beliefs but do not engage in these activities or engage in them to a much lesser extent.

1. You will have the ability to answer the following questions for 2 different
organizations.

Please name the first organization/church/camp.
| |

2. Did the leaders of this organization/congregation/camp make sacrifices to the
religion, such as celibacy, fasting, funding activities with their own money?

O Yes
O Ne

If yes, please describe

3. To what extent did group members engage in charitable work together?

3=Toa

0=To no 6= To a great
1 2 moderate 4 3 g
extent axtent
extent
Collaborative charitable O O O O O O O
work

Comments
4. To what extent did members of this organization/congregation/camp show
emotion (e.g. elation, sadness) in services/meetings?

3= Toa

0= To no 6= To a great
1 2 moderate 4 5 3
extent at all extent
extent
o o o o o o o

Camments

-
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

5. To what extent did members of this organization/congregation behave as if they

were engaged in altered states of consciousness such as speaking in tongues,
trance, or possession?

a=T i i B=1T t
= To no = To a grea
1 2 moderate 4 5 2
extent at all extent
extent
@ e e & e s @
Comments

6. Please use this space to describe any other displays of commitment in which
members of this group participated.

7. Did you participate in another religious organization, church, or camp?
O ves
O No

11. Displays of Committment

Religious believers demonstrate different degrees of commitment to their beliefs. Some show strong commitment by
frequently attending religious meetings, praying, showing emotion in religious settings, giving money or time to
religious organizations, fasting, or participating in public displays such as baptism, reconciliation, or religious healing

Others have religious beliefs but do not engage in these activities or engage in them to a much lesser extent.
1. Please name this second organization/church/camp.
| |

2. Did the leaders of this organization/congregation/camp make sacrifices to the
religion, such as celibacy, fasting, funding activities with their own money?

O Yes
e

If yes, please describe
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

3. To what extent did group members engage in charitable work together?

=T ¥ =T 6= T t

=To no = Toa grea
1 2 moderate 4 5 3

extent axtent
extent

Collaborative charitable O O O O O O O

work

Comments

-

4. To what extent did members of this organization/congregation/camp show
emotion (e.qg. elation, sadness) in services/meetings?

i=Toa
0= To no 6= To a great
X 2 moderate 4 5
extent at all axtent
extent
Showing emotion O O O @ O O @

Camments
5. To what extent did members of this organization/congregation behave as if they

were engaged in altered states of consciousness such as speaking in tongues,
trance, or possession?

0= To no = Toa G= To a great
= = r
1 2 moderate 4 5 s
extent at all axtent
extent
e e & & & B 8

Comments

6. Please use this space to describe any other displays of commitment in which
members of this group participated.

12. Community support

Historians and abservers of religion frequently point out that religious groups provide support for their members by
providing food, shelter, and other resources in times of need.

Since the industrial revolution, fewer people in industrialized countries rely on religious groups for this support. They
may rely on the social weifare policies of their governments or on the generosity of family and close friends if they
fall on hard times.

People who do not have access to social welfare benefits or the generosity of family and friends, however, are much
more vulnerable to homelessness, serious illness, and starvation and normally have shaorter life expectancies.
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1. How vulnerable would you (and any children you may have) be to homelessness,
serious illness, and starvation if you lost your job or your present sources of income?

O Not vulnerable at all
O Slightly vulnerable
O Somewhat vulnerable
O Moderately vulnerable
O Significantly vulnerable

O Extremely vulnerable

2. If you do not feel very vulnerable, what gives you your feeling of security (e.g.
family members or a close-knit group of friends whom you feel confident would
support you, a government or religious group with strong assistance programs, a
religious group, a large personal fortune)?

If you do feel vulnerable, what particular concerns would you have in a time of need
(e.g. health care costs, rent, providing for kids)?

3. Further comments about questions on this page.
13. Comments

Similarly to the last survey, if you have any comments on the survey as a whole, specific questions, or would just
like to say something you haven't had a chance to thusfar, please feel free to share.

1. Comments

| F
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APPENDIX B. SURVEYS FOR THEISTS

All Surveys were conducted through the use of thiee survey service,
Surveymonkey.com.

Initial Survey

Views on atheism and agnosticism

1. Welcome

Thanks very much for participating in this survey.

While much scholarly work is done on different religions, much less work is done on atheism, agnosticism, and other
similar views.

We hope that this survey will give us a better idea of how people from a variety of religious perspectives view
atheism and agnosticism.

This survey will ask various questions about how you view atheism and agnosticism. It will also ask questions about
you and your own beliefs, which will allow us to see how people with different beliefs and from different backgrounds
view atheism and agnosticism.

Some of the questions are multiple choice, while others are more open-ended and will ask you to type in a few
sentences or a paragraph.

Since you know you are being surveyed as someone from a religious perspective, you might feel pressure to answer
as you think someone from a certain religious background SHOULD answer rather than what you honestly think.

In addition, there is also the pressure you might feel to answer in a way you think the researcher wants you to
answer,

Please be assured that we are not looking for any particular answers to the questions, only that you answer
honestly. The survey is anonymous, though you will be asked at the end of the survey if you are willing to waive
your anonymity so that a researcher might contact you via email to ask a few more questions based on your
answers.

The survey attempts to be thorough, so it will take some time. If you wish to stop and come back to the survey
later, the software should allow this. If it does not, please contact me at jonathan.lanman@anthro.ox.ac.uk

Thanks again for participating.

2. Terminology

1. What does the word "atheism" mean to you?

3. Terminology

1. What does the word "agnosticism" mean to you?

4. Terminology

Thanks very much for letting us know how you define the words "atheism” and "agnosticism."
This page is designed to let you know the definitions of these words that will be used for the rest of the survey.

ATHEISM
Believing that no God or gods exist.

AGNQOSTICISM
Neither believing in nor denying the existence of God or gods. This position is usually linked with the belief that we
can never know whether God or gods exist,
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Views on atheism and agnosticism

GOD
This word can be and has been used in a multitude of ways. Here, we will limit the word "God" to two meanings.

1) TRADITIONAL GOD: An all-good, all-powerful, all-knowing being who created the universe and enforces morality
through rewards and punishments.

2) DEISTIC GOD: A divine architect of the universe who created everything but does not intervene in the workings
of that creation.

GODS
While a variety of definitions of "gods" is possible, here it will be used to designate not only supernatural agents from
all polytheistic traditions, but also spirits of nature and ancestors.,

5. People you know.

1. Do you know anyone who calls him or herself an atheist or agnostic?

O ves
O wo

6. People you know.

This section will ask you about someone you know who self-identifies as an atheist or an agnostic.

1. Is this person male or female?

O Mala

O Female

2. Approximately how old is this person?
C |

3. What is this person's relationship to you? How do you know this person?

‘ -

-

4. What is your overall opinion of this person (not just this person's unbelief)? What
do you think about him/her?

‘u_

7. People you know.

1. Approximately how many people do you know in total who call themselves atheists
or agnostics?

8. People you know.
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Views on atheism and agnosticism

1. Do you suspect someone in your family or circle of friends of secretly being an
atheist or agnostic?

O ves
O 1o

Please give details about such people and why you supsect them of being athelsts/agnostics.

9. People you know.

‘ ‘}

1. Would you tell your friends and family if you lost your belief in the existence of
God?

O ves
O wo

Why oF why not?

10. Your views of atheism and agnosticism

‘ ‘b

1. Have you ever thought of yourself as an atheist or agnostic?

O Yes
O Mo

If yes, please describe how you came to that position and also how you left it.

11. Your views of atheism and agnosticism

1. In general, do you believe people who claim to be atheists or agnostics are
sincere, or do you think that they secretly believe that God or gods exist?

o I believe that self-proclaimed atheists and agnostics are sincere in their atheism/agnosticism.

O [ believe that self-proclaimed atheists and agnostics secretly belleve that God or gods exist,

Further comments.

12. Views of atheism and agnosticism
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Views on atheism and agnosticism

1. Why do you think atheists and agnostics hold the beliefs that they do? What might
lead someone to be an atheist or agnostic?

| F

13. Views of atheism and agnosticism

1. Do you think it is possible for an atheist to be a good person?

O ves
O Mo

Comments

14. Views of atheism and agnosticism

‘u_

1. Do you think that atheists and agnostics can be loyal citizens of your country?

O ves
O No

Furthar commaeants.

15. Views of atheism and agnosticism

|]—L

1. What do you think the consequences would be if everyone became an atheist or
agnostic?

‘ ‘.

16. Views of atheism and agnosticism
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Views on atheism and agnosticism

1. On a scale from 1-10, how dangerous do you think the following are to society?

1= Not 5= 10=
dangerous 2 3 4 Somewhat 6 7 9 Extremely
at all dangerous dangerous

Atheism/Agnosticism
Hlegal Immigraticn
Corparations

Religious Extremism
Homosexuality
Enviranmental Activism

Consarvative Christianity

0]0/0]0[0]0]0]6)
0]0/0]0/0/0/6]0)
0/0/0/0/0/0/6]6)
00000000
00000000
0]6]0]0[0]0]0]0)
00000000
QUODOUO0 ¢
00000000
00000000

Conservative Islam

Further comments,

17. Views of atheism and agnosticism

‘LJ_

1. Your child falls in love and becomes engaged to a person whom you admire and
approve of. Later in the engagement, this person claims to not believe in the
existence of God. How strongly do you support or object to the marriage?

Moderately Saomewhat Somewhat Modarataly Stronaly
apprave approve disapprove disapprove disapprove
How strongly do you O O o O O O
support or cbject to the
marriage?

Strongly approve

Further comments.

‘u_

18. Views of atheism and agnosticism

1. How upset would you be if you had a child who did the following? (Note that you
will need to select a different number for each choice).

1= Mot 5= 10=
upset at 3 4 Somewhat 6 7 a8 9 Extremely
all upset upset
Commit a felony O O O
Convert to a different O

religion (such as from
Christianity to Islam or

Judaism to Buddhism)

Lose his/her belief in the O
existence of God

L] L2 =
© 0O
o 0O
O 00
0 OQ
o 0O
o 0O

O O
@) O

Further comments.

19. Religious Identity

| ‘.
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Views on atheism and agnosticism

1. What is your present religion or philosophical position? Are you...

D Pratestant

D Reman Catholic
D Marmon

D Orthodox (Greek or Russian)
D Jewish

D Muslim

[] suadnist

D Hindu

D Pagan ar Wiccan
I:I atheist

D agnostic

D non-religious

D Other (please specify)

20. For atheists and agnostics

You have been routed to this page because you self-identified as an atheist or agnostic.

The survey that you have been taking is specifically for theists/deists/believers and several of the questions make
little sense for atheists or an agnostics.

There is a separate survey for non-theists located at:
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=g0hUnwCEpOEYQMoRMVFK_2bQ 3d_3d
I hope you consider participating in that survey instead.

Thanks very much.

21. About Your Beliefs and Affi
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Views on atheism and agnosticism

1. In your mind, what is the likelihood that the following exist?

For example, if you are not certain that there is an afterlife but find it very likely, you
might list something like 80%, 90%, or even 99% for the afterlife item. If you are
absolutely sure that something exists or is true, you can answer 100% and if you are

sure something does not exist or is false, you can answer 0%.

0% 1% 10%: 20% 40% 0% 60%

@
=]
&
I
=]
£
0
o
#
)
o
&

GHOSTS

O
@)

NATURE SPIRITS

TRADITIONAL GOD{an all-
knowing, all-powerful, and
all good creator and moral
enforcer)

S0ULS

EVOLUTION BY NATURAL
SELECTION

THE AFTERLIFE

ANGELS

ALIEMS (humanoid beings
with intelligence similar or
superior to human
Intelligence}

THE PYRAMIDS OF EGYPT

SUB-ATOMIC PARTICLES

000 OO0 OO0 OO

000 OO0 00 OO0
000 OO0 00 000
000 00000 000
OO0 OO0 00 0OO00%
000 00000 OO0
QO OO0 00 OO

OO0 OO0 OO0 000
OO0 OO0 00 000%
000 OO0 00 000
000 OO0 00 000
OO0 OO0 00 OO0
000 OO0 00 000

DEISTIC GOD (A divine
architact of the univarse
who does not interfere In
human affairs)

Comments and Additions (please note if you are not sure of the meaning of an item)

22. Your Intuitions

Believers vary in the number of times they have intuitions that events around them are the work of the divine. For
instance, some believers more often interpret unfortunate events in terms of divine punishment (I lost my job
because I was sinning in my personal life) or fortunate events in terms of divine reward or favor (I survived the car
accident because God has a purpose for me).

The next few questions will ask you about any such intuitions you may have.
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Views on atheism and agnosticism

1. How often have you had the intuition that some unfortunate event was the result
of God/gods punishing you for something you have done?

O I have this intuition every time such an unfortunate event ooours.

O I normally have this thought when such an unfortunate event occcurs, but not always.

O [ hawe this thought around half the times such unfortunate events occur,

O I sometimes have this thought when such an unfortunate event occurs, but not that often.
O I never have this thought when such an unfortunate event occurs.

O I have not experienced an unfortunate event.

23. About Your Intuitions

Believers vary in the number of times they have intuitions that events around them are the work of the divine. For
instance, some believers more often interpret unfortunate events in terms of divine punishment (I lost my job
because I was sinning in my personal life) or fortunate events in terms of divine reward or favor (I survived the car
accident because God has a purpose for me).

The next few questions will ask you about any such intuitions you may have had.

1. On average, how strong are these intuitions?

O Very weak

O Moderately weak
O Somewhat weak

O Samewhat strong

o Moderately strong

O Very strong

If possible, please describe a time when you had such an intultion.

-

24. On Your Intuitions

Believers vary in the number of times they have intuitions that events around them are the work of the divine. For
instance, some believers more often interpret unfortunate events in terms of divine punishment (I lost my job
because I was sinning In my personal life) or fortunate events In terms of divine reward or favor (I survived the car
accident because God has a purpose for me).,

The next few guestions will ask you about any such intuitions you may have had.
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1. How often have you had the intuition that some fortunate event was the result of
God/gods rewarding you or telling you that you are meant for something?

O I have this thought every time such a fortunate event occurs,

O I normally have this thought when such a fortunate event occurs, but not always.

O [ have this thought an approximate half of the occaslons such fortunate events ocour,
O I sometimes have this thought when such a fortunate event occurs, but not that often.
O I newver have this thought when such a fortunate event accurs.

O I have not experienced a fortunate event.

25. About Your Intuitions

Believers vary in the number of times they have intuitions that events around them are the work of the divine. For
instance, some believers more often interpret unfortunate events in terms of divine punishment (I lost my job
because I was sinning in my personal life) or fortunate events in terms of divine reward or favor (I survived the car
accident because God has a purpose for me).

The next few questions will ask you about any such intuitions you may have had.

1. On average, how strong are these intuitions?

O Very weak
O Moderately weak

O Somewhat weak

O Somewhat strong

O Moderately strong

O Very strong

If possible, please describe a time when you had such an intuition.

26. Abo

Believers vary in the number of times they have intuitions that events around them are the work of the divine. For
instance, some believers more often interpret unfortunate events in terms of divine punishment (I lost my job
because 1 was sinning in my personal life) or fortunate events in terms of divine reward or favor (I survived the car
accident because God has a purpose for me).

The next few questions will ask you about any such intuitions you may have had.
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1. Besides rewards and punishments, many believers also experience intuitions of
events around them being signs from the divine. For example, one believer, after his

car failed to start, had the intuition that God did not want him to go on the trip he
had planned.

How often do you have intuitions of events being signs from the divine (such as signs
of warning, approval, or comfort)?

O I constantly have such intultions.

O I have such intuitions with great frequency.

O 1 hawve such Intuitions with some degree of frequency.
O I have such intuitions, but only once in a while.

O I rarely have such intuitions.

O I have pever had such an intuition,

27. About Your Intuitions

Believers vary in the number of times they have intuitions that events around them are the work of the divine. For
instance, some believers more often interpret unfortunate events in terms of divine punishment (I lost my job
because I was sinning in my personal life) or fortunate events in terms of divine reward or favor (I survived the car
accident because God has a purpose for me).

The next few questions will ask you about any such intuitions you may have had.

1. On average, how strong are these intuitions?
(O very weak

O Moderately weak

o Somewhat wealk

O Samewhat strong

O Moderately strong

O Very strong

If possible, please describe a time when you had such an intuition.

-

28. About Your Beliefs and Affi
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1. How do you identify yourself politically?

O Democrat O Liberal Democrat (UK)

O Republican O Conservative Party (Canada)
O Independent O Bloc Québécois {Canada)

O Nona O Liberal Party {Canada)

o Conservative [UK) o Mew Democratic Party (Canada)

O Labour {LK]

O Other (please specify party and country)

L |

29. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

1. Are you currently a member of a religious organization such as a church, mosque,
synagogue, or scriptural study group?

O Yes
O o

If yes, please name the organization(s) and tell how long you have been a member,

;

30. About Your Beliefs and Affiliations

1. How frequently do you attend religious services or religion-oriented meetings?

D Every day

D A faw times a week

D Once a week

D A few times a month

D Once a month

D Oice every few manths

I:I Rarely
D lever

D Other (please specify)

31. About You

1. How old are you?
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32. About You

1. Are you male or female?
O Fernale
O Male

33. About You

1. What is your marital status?
O Single

O Married

o Divorced

O Widowed

O Unmarried but with long term partner

O Qther (please specify)

34. About You

1. Do you have children?

O ves
O Mo

35. About You

1. If you do have children, how many children do you have?

36. About You
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1. What is your ethnic origin?

I:l African, Black, African American
D Native Amarican, Alaska Native
D White or Caucasian

D Asian (including Indian subcontinant)

D Asian American
D Hispanic, Latino

D Mexican American, Chicana

D Native Hawallan, Pacific Islander

D Puerto Rican

D Other (please specify)

37. About You

1. What is the approximate annual income of your household? In the comment box,
please indicate currency (American dollars, Canadian dollars, Australian dollars,
British pounds, Euros).

D Less than 18,000
D 18,001-25,000
D 25,001-35,000
[] 35.001-50,000
D 50,001-75,000
[] 7s.001-100,000

D 100,001-250,000

[] over 250,000

Currency type and comment

38. About You

‘u_

1. In what country (countries) are you a citizen?

39. About You

1. In what town/city and state/province do you live?
L |
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40. About Your Upbringing

1. In what religion (if any) were you raised? (e.g. Catholic Christianity, Church of
England, Judaism, Islam, Lakota, Buddhism, no religion)

41. About Your Upbringing

1. To what extent did you have a “religious upbringing?” That is, to what extent,
adding it all up, did the important people in your life—such as your parents, teachers,
and church officials (if any)—do the following as you were growing up?

: : 3=To a 4=Ta an 5=To a
0=Ta na 1=To a slight 2Z=To a mild G6=To a great
moderate appreciable considerable
extent at all extent extent axtent
extent extent extent

Teach you to obey O O O O O O
reprasantatives of the
divine (e.q. pastors,
priests, rabbis)?
Emphasize that people will
be rewarded or punished,
IN THIS LIFE, for their
actions?

Disapprove of you watching
certain telavision programs
or movies bacause of thair
belng “evil® or "ungodiy"?
Make |t clear it would be a
very bad thing to leave
your raligion?

Discuss world events in

0o O O O
O O O O
() O8N0 O
g O O
L} (L] O
O Ol O
O O O O

terms of religion {in
particular how
God/ancestors/spirits would
view certain events or
actions)?

Teach you to strictly abey
the religion's
commandments?

Have you pray before
kedtime?

Encourage you to pray for
guidance?

Emphasize attending
special religious services
(e.g. Christmas, Easter,
Yam Kippur)?

Disapprove of your having
friends who were non-
religious?

Emphasize that people will
be rewarded or punished
for their actions IN AN
AFTERLIFE OR FUTURE
LIFE?

Have you pray before
meals?

O O 000 O
O O 000 O
g OO0 Q O
O O 000 O
O O 000 O
O O OO0 O
O O OO0 O

O
O
O
O
O
O
O
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Reyview the teachings of a
religion at home?
Emphasize that there is a
spiritual plan or purpose for
your |ife?

Emphasize that you should
read scriptures or other
religious materials?

Teach you that your religion
was the truest religion?
Emphasize regularly
attending religious
sarvices?

Discuss maoral dos and
don'ts in religious terms?
Emphasize making religion
an important part of your
life?

O
O

efel efel @

OO0 OO O

CORO OR0 O
OO0 OO O OO0
00 00 O 00
00 00 O OO0
OO0 OO O OO

Further comments on these items

42. About Your Upbringing

1. How concerned were you as you grew up about being the victim of some type of
physical violence (e.g. bullying, corporal punishment, abuse, gangs)?

o Not concerned at all

O Slightly or Infrequently concerned
O Moderately concerned

O Significantly/frequently concerned
O Constantly concerned

Qnly If you fee| comfortable doing so, please describe any concerns you had with physical violence as you were grawing up,

-

43. About Your Upbringing

1. How would you describe the environment in which you grew up?
D Rural

D Suburban
D Urban

D Qther (please specify)
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44. Outdoor experience

1. How often as you grew up did you experience the "outdoors” or “wilderness,”
through such activities as camping, hiking, canoeing, walking in the woods, hunting,
and fishing?

O Rarely ar never

O Once every few years
O Once a year

O Sevaral times a year
O Several times a month
O Several times a week

O Constantly

Comments

45. About Your Upbringing

1. How would you rate the level of RELIGIOUS diversity within the community in
which you grew up?

O Very diverse

O Moderately diverse

O Somewhat diverse

O Somewhat homogenous
O Maoderately homogenous

O Very homogenous

Please give details.

46. About Your Parents.
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1. In TODAY'S MONEY, what was the approximate annual income of your household
as you were growing up? In the comment box, please indicate the proper currency
(American dollars, Canadian dollars, Australian dollars, British pounds, Euros).

D Less than 1000
[] 1000-2,500
D 2,501-5,000
|:| 5,001-7,500
D 7,501-10,000
[] 10.001-15,000
D 15,001-20,000
|:| 20,001-25,000
[] 25.001-35,000
D 35,001-50,000
[] 50.001-75.,000
D 75,001-100,000

[[] 100,000-250,000

D 250,001-350,000

[[] 350,001-500,000

D Over 500,000

Currency used

[ il
47. About Your Education

1. Did you attend a religious school?

O Yes
O w

If yes, please give details as to the type of school and the dates you attended.

48. About Your Education

1. Have you graduated from high school?

O ves
o No
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49, About Your Education

1. What was your high school result?

If from the US or Canada, please give your high school grade point average (e.g.
3.5/4.0). If from the UK, please list your A-levels and the grades you received for
them. If from Australia, please give your score on the HSC.

50. About Your Education

‘ ‘)

1. What is the highest level of education you have completed?

O widdle schoal
O High School

O Associate's Degree
O Bachealor's Degres

O Postgraduate Degree

O Qther {please specify)

51. Further Comments

‘u_

1. Please use the space below as you wish. Feel free to comment about any of the
questions asked above. Also feel free to say anything you feel like you have not had
a chance to say to this point in the survey.

| 3

52. Contact Information

Your answers to this point have been completely anonymous and are much appreciated.

1. Now, only if you are comfortable with a researcher contacting you to ask a few
further questions about some of your responses, please provide your name and
email address.

If you do not wish a researcher to contact you, please leave this comment box blank.

a
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Follow-up Survey

These additional questions were sent to thoseishails who left their email addresses
on the initial survey and gave permission for medntact them for such additional
guestions.

Survey follow-up (Atheism/Agnosticism)

1. Welcome back!

Thanks to all of you for participating in the survey.

As I examined the preliminary results of the first part of the survey and had conversations with many people,
religious and non-religious, I realized that there are more guestions worth asking as I try to better understand both
religion and atheism/agnosticism.

This set of questions is shorter than the last. Having said that, I have added the ability to leave this set of
guestions and reenter it at a later time, in case you do not wish to answer all the questions in one sitting.

Thanks so much for your continued participation and I look forward to sharing my results with you when the project
is completed.

Jonathan A. Lanman

DPhil Student

Centre for Anthropology and Mind

Institute of Cognitive & Evolutionary Anthropology
University of Oxford

2. E-mail confirmation

1. In order to properly match up your answers on these questions with those you
gave on the earlier survey questions, please write in your e-mail address here
(please use the same e-mail address you gave on the previous survey).

3. Views on Morality
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1. Part 1. When you decide whether something is right or wrong, to what extent are
the following considerations relevant to your thinking? Please rate each statement
using this scale:

[0] = not at all relevant (This consideration has nothing to do with my judgments of
right and wrong)

[1] = not very relevant

[2] = slightly relevant

[3] = somewhat relevant

[4] = very relevant

[5] = extremely relevant (This is one of the most important factors when I judge
right and wrong)

U= nat at all 1= nat very 2= slightly 3= somewhat 5= extremely
4= very relevant
relavant relevant relevant relevant ralevant

Whether or not someone
sufferad emotionally
Whether or not some
pecple were treated
differently than others
Whethar or not
somesne’s action showed
lowa Tor his or her country
Whether or nat sameone
showed a lack of respect
for authority
Whether or not somaone
violated standards of
purity and decency
Whether or not sameone
was good at math
Whether or not someone
cared for someones weak
or vulnerable
Whether or not someonsa
acted unfairly
Whether or not someone
did something to betray
his or her group
Whether or not someone
conformed to the
traditions of society
Whether or not somecne
did something disgusting

(g ORQONO0OR] OF O
O OO 00080 OO OO
O OO0 QOoONG OO O
O O OO OO O 0 OO0
() ORI ORCIORCY O Ol
O O OO OO O O O OO

Further comments

4. Views on Morality
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1. Part 2. Please read the following sentences and indicate your agreement or

disagreement:

= =M = Sligh 4= M I = I
0 .Stmnglv 1 .mderarelv 2 . Slightly 3= Slightly agree oderately 5= Strongly
disagree disagree disagree agrae agree

Compassion for those who O O O O O O
are suffering is the most

crucial virtue,

When the government O O O O O O
makes laws, the number
one principle should be
ensuring that everyane Is
treated fairly.

1 am proud of my
country’'s history.

Respect for authority is
something all children
need to learn.

Pecple should not do
things that are disgusting,
even If no one Is harmed,
It is better to do good
than to do bad.

One of the worst things a
persan could do is hurt a
defenseless animal.
Justice is the most
Important requirement for
a soclety,

People should be loyal to
their family members,
even when they have
dane something wrong.
Men and women sach
have different roles to
play in society,

I would call some acts

O O O O Ol
O O O O 00 O 00
L) ORI Q0 OGO OO
o O O 0 00 O 00
O O O 00O O 00
O O O O 00O O 00

wrong on the grounds that
they are unnatural.

Comments
5. Moral upbringing

Parents emphasize different values in the moral upbringing of their children. Some emphasize community/group
responsibility while others emphasize individuality. Some emphasize obedience to authority while others emphasize
equality.

The following guestions will ask you what values your parents emphasized as you were growing up.
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1. To what extent did your parents emphasize the importance of compassion and

empathy?
i=Toa
0= To no 6= To a great
ik 2 moderate 4 5
axtent at all axtent
extent

Compassien/Empathy O O O O o O O

Comments and/or specific instances

2. To what extent did your parents emphasize the importance of authority?

0= To no ct T 6= To a great
= = r
1 2 moderate 4 5 2
extent at all extent
extent

Authority O O O O O O O

Comments and/or specific instances
Zj

3. To what extent did your parents encourage you to be patriotic about your

country?
i=Toa
0= To no G= To a great
1 2 moderate 4 5 9
extent at all ot axtent

Patriotism O O O O O O O

Comments and/or specific instances

4. Some parents emphasize the authority they have over their children while others
try to minimize this authority and make their children feel like equals in decision-
making.

Please rate your parents on authority vs. equality in the household.

. Maoderately Somewhat Somewhat Moderately .
Very autheritarian very egalitarian
authoritarian autharitarian egallitarian egalitarian

Authority vs. Equality O O O O O O

Comments and/or specific instances
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5. To what extent did your parents emphasize the importance of fairness and justice
for all people (regardless of race, class, and religion)?

3=Toa
0= To no 6= To a great
ik 2 moderate 4 =
axtent at all axtent
extent

Falrness and Justice O O O O O O O

Comments and/or specific instances
-
-

6. To what extent did your parents emphasize that the sexual (e.g. homosexuality)
or dietary (e.g. killing and eating sheep in one's back garden) practices of others
were “disgusting”?

0= To no Lo G= To a great
= = r
1 2 moderate 4 5 9
extent at all axtent
extent

Sexual/dietary disgust O O O O O O O

Comments and/or specific instances

| -

6. About Your Beliefs

1. In your mind, what is the likelihood that the following exist?

For example, if you are not certain that there is no such thing as free will but find it
highly improbable, vou might list 1% for the free will item.
S50 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% BO% 90% 99% 100%

TELEPATHY {Communication O O O O O O O O O O O O O O
through means other than

the five traditional senses)

FREE WILL {the ability of a

rsntomaeree - QO 0 00 000000O0O0O0
choices; this entails the

belief that our actions are

not determined by the

cambination of genetlc and

environmental factors)

Camments

7. Displays of Committment

1. Did at least one of your parents believe in the existence of
God/gods/supernatural forces as you were growing up?

O Yes
O No
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8. Displays of Committment

Religious believers demonstrate different degrees of commitment to their beliefs. Some show strong commitment by
frequently attending religious meetings, praying, showing emotion in religious settings, giving money or time to
religious organizations, fasting, or participating in public displays such as baptism, reconciliation, or religious healing.
Others have religious beliefs but do not engage in these activities or engage in them to a much lesser extent.

The following guestions are about your BELIEVING parent(s). If only one parent is a believer, answer for that person;
do not average the believer and the non-believer together.

1. How frequently did your parent(s) attend religious services or meetings?

3= Moderatel B= Ver
0= not at all 1 2 4 a 5 4
frequentiy frequently
Attending services ar O O O O O O
meatings
Camments

2. How frequently did you witness your parent(s) praying, such as at meals or family
activities?

3= Mod ted b= ¥
0= Mot at all 1 2 ORI 5 3
frequently frequently
@ & e @& & ®

Comments

3. Did your parent(s) fast or make other sacrifices for religious reasons?

O ves

O NG

4. If yes, did your parent(s) follow through with their fasting/sacrifices?
O Always

O Mostly

O Sometimes

(O rarery

O Newver

Comments
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5. Please rate the amount/percentage of income your parent(s) gave to religious
organizations and religious charities.

3= A moderate 6= A great
0= None L 2 4 5
amount/percentage amount/percentage
e ® @® &  ® o o

Comments

12 ]

6. To what extent did your parent(s) participate in religious charity work or religious

teaching (such as Sunday school)?

3=Toa
0= To no 6= To a great
1 2 moderate 4 5
extent at all axtent
extent

Religious charity work and O o O O O o O

religious teaching

Comments

7. Did your parents participate in public displays of commitment such as baptism,
reconciliation, or religious healing ceremonies?

O Yes
Qne
If yes, please describe

-
8. To what extent did your parent(s) bring up religion in public outside of religious
settings (e.g. telling people whom they have just met that Jesus loves them or that
Allah is watching)?

3= Toa
0= To no 6= To a great
1 2 moderate 4 5
extent at all extent
axtent
Bringing up rellgion O O O O O O O

Camments

-

9. To what extent did your parent(s) display emotion (e.g. elation, sadness) in
response to religious ideas or in religious services?

i=Toa

0= Ta no 6= To a graat
1 2 moderate 4 5
axtent at all axtent
extent
Display emotion O O O O O O O

Comments

|
=
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10. Did your parent(s) ever experience altered states of consciousness such as
speaking in tongues, trance states, or possession?

O Yes
O e

If yes, please describe and indicate approximately how often this happened.

| P

11. Please use this space to describe any other displays of commitment not covered
by these questions.

9. Displays of Committment

Religious believers demonstrate different degrees of commitment to their beliefs. Some show strong commitment by
frequently attending religious meetings, praying, showing emotion in religious settings, giving money or time to
religious organizations, fasting, or participating in public displays such as baptism, reconciliation, or religious healing.

Others have religious beliefs but do not engage in these activities or engage in them to a much lesser extent.

1. Did you attend or participate in any churches, religious organizations, or camps
while you were growing up?

O s

O No

10. Displays of Committment

Religious believers demonstrate different degrees of commitment to their beliefs. Some show strong commitment by
frequently attending religious meetings, praying, showing emotion in religious settings, giving money or time to
religious organizations, fasting, or participating in public displays such as baptism, reconciliation, or religious healing.

Others have religious beliefs but do not engage in these activities or engage in them to a much lesser extent.

1. You will have the ability to answer the following questions for 2 different
organizations.

Please name the first organization/church/camp.
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2. Did the leaders of this organization/congregation/camp make sacrifices to the
religion, such as celibacy, fasting, funding activities with their own money?

O res
O 1o

If yes, please describe

=l

3. To what extent did group members engage in charitable work together?
0=T 3= o 6=T t
e 1 2 moderate 4 5 g
extant extent
extent
Collaborative charitable O O O o O O O

work

Comments

;i

4. To what extent did members of this organization/congregation/camp show
emotion (e.qg. elation, sadness) in services/meetings?

3=Toa

0=To no 6= To a great
1 2 maoderate 4 5 g
extent at all extent
extent
Showing emation O O O o O O O

Coamments
5. To what extent did members of this organization/congregation behave as if they

were engaged in altered states of consciousness such as speaking in tongues,
trance, or possession?

3=Toa

0= To no . b= To a great
1 2 moderate 4 5
axtent at all axtent
extent
@ @ o & e v @

Comments

4
6. Please use this space to describe any other displays of commitment in which
members of this group participated.

-
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7. Did you participate in another religious organization, church, or camp?

O Yes
O wo

11. Displays of Committment

Religious believers demonstrate different degrees of commitment to their beliefs. Some show strong commitment by
frequently attending religious meetings, praying, showing emotion in religious settings, giving money or time to
religious organizations, fasting, or participating in public displays such as baptism, reconciliation, or religious healing,
Others have religious beliefs but do not engage in these activities or engage in them to a much lesser extent.

1. Please name this second organization/church/camp.

| |

2. Did the leaders of this organization/congregation/camp make sacrifices to the
religion, such as celibacy, fasting, funding activities with their own money?

O Yes
O No

If yes, please describe

3. To what extent did group members engage in charitable work together?

i=Toa
0= To na 6= To a great
i 2 moderate 4 5
extent axtent
extent
Collaborative charitable O O O O O O O
work

Comments

4. To what extent did members of this organization/congregation/camp show
emotion (e.g. elation, sadness) in services/meetings?

3=Toa
0= To no 6= To a great
1 2 moderate 4 5
extent at all axtent
extent
o O O O O o0 o©

Comments
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5. To what extent did members of this organization/congregation behave as if they
were engaged in altered states of consciousness such as speaking in tongues,
trance, or possession?

a=T i i B=1T t
= To no = To a grea
1 2 moderate 4 5 2
extent at all extent
extent
@ & & o & & @

Comments
6. Please use this space to describe any other displays of commitment in which
members of this group participated.

12. Community support

Historians and observers of religion frequently point out that religious groups provide support for their members by
providing food, shelter, and other resources in times of need.

Since the Industrial revolution, fewer people in industrialized countries rely on religious groups for this support. They
may rely on the social welfare policies of their governments or on the generosity of family and close friends if they
fall on hard times.

People who do not have access to social welfare benefits or the generosity of family and friends, however, are much
more vulnerable to homelessness, serious iliness, and starvation and normally have shorter life expectancies.

1. How vulnerable would you (and any children you may have) be to homelessness,
serious illness, and starvation if you lost your job or your present sources of income?

O Mot vulnerable at all
O Slightly vulnerable
O Somewhat vulnerable
O Moderately vulnerable
O Significantly vulnerable

O Extremely vulnerable

2. If you do not feel very vulnerable, what gives you your feeling of security (e.g.
family members or a close-knit group of friends whom you feel confident would
support you, a government or religious group with strong assistance programs, a
religious group, a large personal fortune)?

If you do feel vulnerable, what particular concerns would you have in a time of need
(e.g. health care costs, rent, providing for kids)?
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3. Further comments about questions on this page.

Similarly to the last survey, if you have any comments on the survey as a whole, specific questions, or would just
like to say something you haven't had a chance to thusfar, please feel free to share.

1. Comments
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APPENDIX C. RELIGIOUS EMPHASIS SCALES

Hunsberger and Altemeyer (2006) utilize the follogvReligious Emphasis Scale in
order to ascertain the degree to which parento#ret guardians emphasized religious
beliefs and behaviours as the participant was grgwp. Given the obvious Christian
emphasis/bias in this scale, | deemed it unsuitable world-wide survey and altered
several of the questions, in addition to addingawy questions pertaining to the
emphasis of supernatural punishment, as can berséam second set of questions.
These questions were included in both the nonitheid theist surveys.

To what extent did you have a “religious upbrindfdgThat is, to what extent, adding it
all up, did the important people in your life—swhyour parents, teachers, and church
officials (if any)—do the following as you were giog up?

0= To no extent at all

1=To a slight extent

2= To a mild extent

3= To a moderate extent

4= To an appreciable extent
5= To a considerable extent
6= To a great extent

Emphasize attending religious services as @icpersonal devotion?

. Review the teachings of the religion at home?

. Make religion the center, the most importanttgdiryour life?

Emphasize that you should read scriptures bewoteligious materials?

Discuss moral “dos” and “don’ts” in religiouserms?

Make it clear that about the worst thing yowldodo in life would be to abandon your
religion?

7. Stress being a good representative of youh farho acted the way a devout member
of your religion was expected to act?

8. Teach you that your religion’s rules about nmiityavere absolutely right, not to be
guestioned?

9. Tell you how wonderful it would be in heavendibeternity?

10. Teach you that your religion was the truefigien, closest to God?

11. Stress that it was your responsibility to fi§latan all your life?

12. Impress upon you that unrepentant sinnersavbuin in hell for all eternity?

13. Make religion relevant to almost all aspedtyaur life?

14. Tell you how wrong it was to sin against angvGod?

15. Have you pray before bedtime?

16. Teach you to strictly obey the commandmenathaghty God?

17. Teach you that persons who tried to changenbaning of scripture and religius
laws were evil and doing the devil’s work?

oUuAwNE
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18. Get you to do many “extra” religious acts $at the family religion “filled your
life”?

19. Make a personal commitment to God as your lbope and savior?

20. Teach you to obey the persons who acted a% @Gquatesentatives, such as priests,
ministers, or rabbis?

Revised Version of Religious Emphasis Scale:
(Presented in randomized order through the survaieyosoftware)

To what extent did you have a “religious upbringih@hat is, to what extent, adding it
all up, did the important people in your life—suahyour parents, teachers, and church
officials (if any)—do the following as you were gving up?

0= To no extent at all

1= To a slight extent

2= To a mild extent

3= To a moderate extent

4= To an appreciable extent
5= To a considerable extent
6= To a great extent

1. Emphasize regularly attending religious sew/fce

2. Discuss world events in terms of religion (artpcular how God/ancestors/spirits
would view certain events or actions)?

Emphasize that you should read scripture agratdigious materials?

Emphasize attending special religious servieas Christmas, Easter, Yom Kippur)?
Make it clear it would be a very bad thingeave your religion?

Disapprove of your having friends who were meligious?

Review the teachings of a religion at home?

Emphasize that people will be rewarded or fheddN THIS LIFE for their actions?
Discuss moral do’s and don’ts in religious tePm

10 Emphasize making religion an important pagtair life?

11. Emphasize that there is a spiritual plan opgse for your life?

12. Emphasize that people will be rewarded orghed IN AN AFTERLIFE OR
FUTURE LIFE for their actions.

13. Have you pray before bedtime?

14. Encourage you to pray for guidance?

15. Have you pray before meals?

16. Teach you to strictly obey the religion’s coamdments?

17. Teach you to strictly obey representativethefdivine (e.g. pastors, priests, rabbis)?
18. Teach you that your religion was the truelsgion?

19. Disapprove of your watching certain televigmwagrams or movies because of their
being “evil” or “ungodly?”

©CoNO O AW

431



APPENDIX D. CREDIBILITY ENHANCING
DISPLAYS (CREDS)

To construct a variable for exposure to Credibiityhancing Displays (CREDs), | asked
several questions about two broad categories dreeqrce, as an individual may witness
many CREDs from his or her parents while witnes$avgfrom members of their
religious groups.

The two broad categories are:
1) Experience with parents/guardians

2) Experience with religious groups

Questions related to each category of experiendaiped to different ways in which the
individuals involved, parents/guardians or fellor@ygp members, could demonstrate
their beliefs through actions.
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Questions on Parents

Non-theism follow-up ver2

1. Did at least one of your parents believe in the existence of
God/gods/supernatural forces?

O ves
O No

8. Displays of Committment

Religious believers demonstrate different degrees of commitment to their beliefs. Some show strong commitment by
frequently attending religious meetings, praying, showing emaotion in religious settings, giving money or time to
religious organizations, fasting, or participating in public displays such as baptism, reconciliation, or religious healing.
Others have religious beliefs but do not engage in these activities or engage in them to a much lesser extent.

The following guestions are about your BELIEVING parent(s). If only one parent is a believer, answer for that person;
do not average the believer and the non-believer together.

1. How frequently did your parent(s) attend religious services or meetings?

3= Moderately 6= Very
0= Not at all 1 2 4 5
frequentiy frequently
httending services or O O O o O O
meetings
Comments

-

2. How frequently did you witness your parent(s) praying, such as at meals or family
activities?

3= Moderately 6= Very
0= nNot at all E 2 4 5
frequently frequently
@ 8 @ s & ®

Camments

-

3. Did your parent(s) fast or make other sacrifices for religious reasons?

O Yes
O
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

4. If yes, did your parent(s) follow through with their fasting/sacrifices?

O Always
O Mostly
O Sometimes
O Rarely
O Never

Comments

=

)|

5. Please rate the amount/percentage of income your parent(s) gave to religious
organizations and religious charities.

3= A maderate 6= A great
0= Nane 1 2 4 5
amount/percentage amount/percentage
O O O O O O O

Comments

-

6. To what extent did your parent(s) participate in religious charity work or religious
teaching (such as Sunday school)?

0= To no i=Toa G= To a great
= = r
1 2 moderate 4 5 d
extent at all extent
extent

Religious charity work and O O O O O O O

religlous teaching

Camments

-
7. Did your parents participate in public displays of commitment such as baptism,
reconciliation, or religious healing ceremonies?

O ves
O o

If yes, please describe
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

8. To what extent did your parent(s) bring up religion in public outside of religious

settings (e.g. telling people whom they have just met that Jesus loves them or that
Allah is watching)?

0=T 3= Toa G= T t
= To no = To a grea
1 2 moderate 4 5 s
extent at all axtent
extent
arinang up reigin s ®& o ® & ® @

Comments

-

v

9. To what extent did your parent(s) display emotion (e.g. elation, sadness) in
response to religious ideas or in religious services?

3= Toa

0= To no G= To a great
1 2 moderate 4 5
extent at all axtent
extent
Dispiay emtion @ s e @& s e @

Comments

-

10. Did your parent(s) ever experience altered states of consciousness such as
speaking in tongues, trance states, or possession?

O v
o No

If yes, please describe and Indicate approximately how often this happened.

a

11. Please use this space to describe any other displays of commitment not covered
by these questions.

9. Displays of Committment

Religious believers demonstrate different degrees of commitment to their beliefs. Some show strong commitment by
frequently attending religious meetings, praying, showing emotion in religious settings, giving money or time to
religious organizations, fasting, or participating in public displays such as baptism, reconciliation, or religious healing.

Others have religious beliefs but do not engage in these activities or engage in them to a much lesser extent.
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Questions on Religious Groups

Non-theism follow-up ver2

1. Did you attend or participate in any churches, religious organizations, or camps
while you were growing up?

O v
O Mo

10. Displays of Committment

Religious believers demonstrate different degrees of commitment to their beliefs. Some show strong commitment by
frequently attending religious meetings, praying, showing emotion in religious settings, giving mongy or time to
religious organizations, fasting, or participating in public displays such as baptism, reconciliation, or religious healing.

Others have religious beliefs but do not engage in these activities or engage in them to a much lesser extent.

1. You will have the ability to answer the following questions for 2 different
organizations.

Please name the first organization/church/camp.

2. Did the leaders of this organization/congregation/camp make sacrifices to the
religion, such as celibacy, fasting, funding activities with their own money?

O ves
O No

If yes, please describe

.

3. To what extent did group members engage in charitable work together?

3=Toa

0= To no 6= To'a great
1 2 moderate 4 5 g
extent axtent
extent
Collaborative charitable O O O O O O O
work
Comments

4. To what extent did members of this organization/congregation/camp show
emotion (e.g. elation, sadness) in services/meetings?

0= 3= Toa 6= T ¢
= To no = To a grea
1 2 moderate 4 5 2
extent at all extent
extent
O O O O O o0 O©

Camments

-
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

5. To what extent did members of this organization/congregation behave as if they

were engaged in altered states of consciousness such as speaking in tongues,
trance, or possession?

a=T i i B=1T t
= To no = To a grea
1 2 moderate 4 5 2
extent at all extent
extent
@ e e & e s @
Comments

6. Please use this space to describe any other displays of commitment in which
members of this group participated.

7. Did you participate in another religious organization, church, or camp?
O ves
O No

11. Displays of Committment

Religious believers demonstrate different degrees of commitment to their beliefs. Some show strong commitment by
frequently attending religious meetings, praying, showing emotion in religious settings, giving money or time to
religious organizations, fasting, or participating in public displays such as baptism, reconciliation, or religious healing

Others have religious beliefs but do not engage in these activities or engage in them to a much lesser extent.
1. Please name this second organization/church/camp.
| |

2. Did the leaders of this organization/congregation/camp make sacrifices to the
religion, such as celibacy, fasting, funding activities with their own money?

O Yes
e

If yes, please describe
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Non-theism follow-up ver2

3. To what extent did group members engage in charitable work together?

=T ¥ =T 6= T t

=To no = Toa grea
1 2 moderate 4 5 3

extent axtent
extent

Collaborative charitable O O O O O O O

work

Comments

-

4. To what extent did members of this organization/congregation/camp show
emotion (e.qg. elation, sadness) in services/meetings?

i=Toa
0= To no 6= To a great
X 2 moderate 4 5
extent at all axtent
extent
Showing emotion O O O @ O O @

Camments
5. To what extent did members of this organization/congregation behave as if they

were engaged in altered states of consciousness such as speaking in tongues,
trance, or possession?

0= To no = Toa G= To a great
= = r
1 2 moderate 4 5 s
extent at all axtent
extent
e e & & & B 8

Comments

6. Please use this space to describe any other displays of commitment in which
members of this group participated.

12. Community support

Historians and abservers of religion frequently point out that religious groups provide support for their members by
providing food, shelter, and other resources in times of need.

Since the industrial revolution, fewer people in industrialized countries rely on religious groups for this support. They
may rely on the social weifare policies of their governments or on the generosity of family and close friends if they
fall on hard times.

People who do not have access to social welfare benefits or the generosity of family and friends, however, are much
more vulnerable to homelessness, serious illness, and starvation and normally have shaorter life expectancies.
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Scoring

-The Yes/No questions for both the parental andgexposure sections were scored
0=No and 1=Yes.

-The questions that asked participants to ratevhiat extent” their parents or group
members engaged in particular behaviours. All spestions were rated on a scale from
“0=To no extent at all” to “6= To a great extent.”

-On most questions, these 0-6 scores translatedtiyito CREDs scores, which were
added together for each domain of experience, pelrend group. Yet, for several
guestions in the parental domain, including parattending meetings/services, praying,
following through on sacrifices, money given, andi&ging in teaching/volunteer work,
a “hypocrisy penalty” was enforced on the scorheflecting the fact that having a parent
profess belief in the existence of supernaturaheigs, but then not ever being witnessed
engaging in such CREDs is likely to actually lowss prospects of belief in children,
rather than just not contributing positively to gmore. Support for this assumption lies
in the fact that so many non-theists explicitly ti@m a lack of any CREDs on the part of
their parents in describing their beliefs and tiegjfient references to “hypocrisy” as a
factor in their giving up religious beliefs (forase that had them to begin with). Thus,
for these questions, rather than scoring themtBey, were scored -1 to 5, allowing an
individual to actually develop a negative CREDsa@s(pe score.

-Parental CREDs scores, then, could vary in totahf-5 to 38. Each group score and,
thus, the average group score ranged from O to 19.

-The total CREDs exposure score, then, which ctewisft adding a participant’s
Parental CREDs score to their average Group CRE@® scould range from -5 to 57.
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Comparison between theist and non-theist parti¢gan

The difference between non-theists (classifiednayrtself-identifying as atheist, non-
theist, agnostic, humanist, or bright) and thdjstsssified by their self-identifying as
theists, Christians, Jews, or Muslims) on Total ORExposure was both significant and
substantial (Non-theist mean score= 10.43, SD=11T.Béist mean score= 20.21,
SD=12.95, t=-4.36, df= 672, p< .001).

The figure below shows the differences in averamamitment exposure between non-
theists and theists.

30.00

20.00

Mean TotComtExp

10.004 [

0.00 T T
Atheist Theist
NTvsTh

Error Bars: 95% Cl
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APPENDIX E. EXPLICIT SUPERNATURAL BELIEF

Total Supernatural Belief (TSB) scores are talbgdadding up the likelihood a
participant grants to all supernatural items. Haatticipant, and each category of
participant, can also receive an average TSB soeftecting the average probability that
individual, or member of a particular group, graietsin individual supernatural concept.

-The average TSB scores for self-identified catiegoare:

Label Participants TSB TSB avg.
Self-identified Atheists: N= 1452 18.36 @3
Self-identified Agnostics: N= 219 101.58 12.7%
Self-identified Non-theists N=51 40.45 %.1
Self-identified Religious Naturalist N=6 176.00 22.0%
Self-identified Pantheists N=12 279.83 35.0%
Self-identified Humanists N=193 30.18 3.8%
Self-identified Brights N=72 18.56 2.3%
No self-identifying labels N= 112 85.87 10.7%

Below is a graphical representation of the datavabo
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The table below presents average belief scoresaic self-identified category of non-
theist for each supernatural item.

Trad. Deistic Some Ghosts Souls  The Karma Angels
God God Higher Afterlife
Power

Atheists 04% 2.1% 2.9% 28% 3.3% 1.8% 4.1% 1.0%
N=1452

Non-theists 1.2% 6.1% 9.8% 57% 5.8% 3.7% 7.7% 1.5%
N=51

Agnostics 45% 14.5% 21.8% 11.8% 17.3% 12.4% 16.1% 5.5%
N=219

Religious 0.5% 16.8% 42.0% 20.2% 37.0% 17.2% 255% 16.8%
Naturalists

N=6

Pantheists 1.3%  36.0% 65.6% 34.3% 50.0% 33.6% 31.3% 30.3%
N=12

Humanists 1.0% 3.4% 8.2% 3.1% 4.2% 3.2% 5.5% 1.9%
N=193

Brights 0.3% 2.5% 3.9% 1.3% 3.9% 1.8% 3.3% 1.2%
N=72

None/No 3.0% 3.9% 15.5% 14.7% 21.7% 8.8% 12.4% 6.0%
label

N=112
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APPENDIX F. THEISTIC INTUITIONS

The bar graph below depicts the numbers of norsthegporting theistic intuitions in
response to the question:

How often, since you have held your current viehesje you had the thought “Why me?
I’'m a good person” when you experience an unforioacurrence (e.g. becoming
seriously ill, losing a loved one, experiencinduee, losing your job, losing a significant
amount of money, having a car accident) ?

0= never having such intuitions,

1= sometimes but not often,

2= half of the time,

3= normally but not always, and

4= every time such an unfortunate event occurs.

1,200.077 Mean =62
Std. Dev. =840
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The bar graph below depicts the numbers of norstheeporting different levels of
strength in their theistic intuitions regarding foisune as punishment.

1= Very weak,

2= Moderately weak,

3= Somewhat weak,

4= Somewhat strong,
5= Moderately strong,
6= Very strong.
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APPENDIX G. MORAL FOUNDATIONS

The following is a chart from Haidt and Joseph @08@howing the 5 moral foundations,
the adaptive challenges they were designed to riesgt,adaptive environmental
triggers, their actual set of environmental triggélhe emotions they normally help
produce, and some socio-cultural virtues constduttam them.

Harm/Care

Fairness
Reciprocity

Ingroup/
Loyalty

Authority/
Respect

Purity/ Sanctity

1”4

Adaptive Protect and cargReap benefits ofReap benefits ofNegotiate Avoid microbes
challenge for young, dyadic group hierarchy, defefand parasites
vulnerable, or |cooperation withcooperation selectively
injured kin non-kin
Proper domain S.uffering, Cheating, Threat or Signs of Waste productsg
(adaptive triggers) |IStress. or thredl,,yeration,  |challenge o |dominance anddiseased peopl
to one’s kin deception group submission
Actual domain  [Baby seals,  |Marital fidelity, |SPO'S t€ams ong,qqeq, Taboo ideas
(the set of all cartoon broken vending |"0°ts for respected (communism,
triggers) characters machines professionals |racism)
Characteristic Compassion anger, gratitud group .pride, Respect, fear | Disgust
emotions guilt belongingness;
rage at traitors
Relevant virtues |Caring, fairness, justice,|Loyalty, Obedience, |[Temperance,
[and vices] kindness, honesty, patriotism, self- [deference chastity, piety,
[cruelty] trustworthiness |[sacrifice [treaon|[disobedience, |cleanliness [lus
[dishonesty] cowardice] uppitiness] intemperance]
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APPENDIX H. MORAL FOUNDATIONS
QUESTIONNAIRE

The following questionnaire is taken from Jonathiaidt’'s website,
http://faculty.virginia.edu/haidtlab/mft/index.phpguestionnairesit is the 20-item
version of the scale. There is a 30-item verdiom,an additional 10 questions in an
already lengthy follow-up survey was deemed unrssogs

Moral Foundations Questionnaire

Part 1. When you decide whether something is ghtrong, to what extent are the following
considerations relevant to your thinking? Please éach statement using this scale:

[0] = not at all relevant (This consideratimas nothing to do with my judgments of right and
wrong)
[1] = not very relevant
[2] = slightly relevant
[3] = somewhat relevant
[4] = very relevant
[5] = extremely relevant ($l$ one of the most important factors when | judge
right and wrong)

Whether or not someone suffered emotionally

Whether or not some people were treatedeliffly than others
Whether or not someone’s action showed lowvki$ or her country
Whether or not someone showed a lack of cefmreauthority
Whether or not someone violated standargaritfy and decency
Whether or not someone was good at math

Whether or not someone cared for someone areakknerable
Whether or not someone acted unfairly

Whether or not someone did something toYobtsaor her group
Whether or not someone conformed to thetitvadiof society
Whether or not someone did something disgyisti
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Part 2. Please read the following sentences arnckitedyour agreement or disagreement:

[0] [1] 2] [3] [4] [5]
Strongly Moderately Slightly Slightly Moderately Strongly
disagree disagree disagree  agree agree agree

Compassion for those who are suffering isrtbst crucial virtue.
When the government makes laws, the numlgepiamciple should be ensuring that
everyone is
treated fairly.

| am proud of my country’s history.

Respect for authority is something all cleifdneed to learn.

People should not do things that are disggstiven if no one is harmed.

It is better to do good than to do bad.

One of the worst things a person could thisa defenceless animal.
Justice is the most important requiremend fewciety.
Peaople should be loyal to their family mempeven when they have done something
wrong.
Men and women each have different rolesay ipl society.
| would call some acts wrong on the grouhdsthey are unnatural.

The Moral Foundations Questionnaire (short versialy 2008) by Jesse Graham, Jonathan
Haidt, and Brian Nosek.

For more information about Moral Foundations Theamy scoring this form, see:
www.MoralFoundations.org
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APPENDIX 1. MORAL PROGRESSIVISM SCORES

The graph below shows the average moral progressiscores for non-theists and
theists, which are significantly different basedammindependent samples t-test.

Non-theist Mean=1.94 (SD=.94), Theist Mean=1.00$1), (t=4.91, df=684,
p<.001, two-tailed).
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Mean

Below is a graph showing the average Moral EmpHasises on Liberal Foundations
(Harm/Care, Fairness/Reciprocity) and also on Qwasige Foundations
(Ingroup/Loyalty, Authority/Respect, Purity/Sang}it

As expected, non-theists, with their moral sentitadrased mostly on the foundations of
harm/care and fairness/reciprocity, received greatghasis on the liberal moral
foundations than the conservative moral foundatiaegevealed by a paired t-test:
(Liberal foundations Mean= 3.91, SD=1.52; Conséveafioundations Mean=2.37,
SD=1.23; t(484)=16.12, p<.001).
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