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Becoming an Atheist

This study explores the identity formation procekself-avowed atheists in the context
of American culture. Drawing on data collected frparticipant observation and forty individual
in-depth interviews with atheists in Colorado, faetaiges of atheist identity development are
presented: the starting point/the ubiquity of thgiguestioning theism, rejecting theism, and
“coming out” atheist. | argue that an atheist idgn$ an achieved identity, and one that is
constructed in social interaction. Focusing onitiberactional processes and narrative accounts
of participants, | discuss the process of rejedtirggculturally normative belief in God, and the
adoption instead, of an identity for which the ‘igteculture” at large offers no validation. This
research illustrates how identification with atineisn America becomes an important aspect of
self for those who adopt this label. Further, itkkes®a qualitative contribution to our incipient
understanding of the subjective experience andittksnof actual atheists, as well as the
dynamics of irreligion and unbelief in America —ama of inquiry within the sociology of

religion that is in need of further development.
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Sociologists of religion have increasingly taketerest in the topic of irreligion, and
several scholars have turned their attention tonéxiag those who claim no religion and/or lack
theistic beliefs. There is now greater recognittbboth the theoretical and sociological
importance of such an inquiry. Through studiesetifjious “nones” we now know more about
the demographic characteristics of those Amerigars are unaffiliated with traditional religion
(Hayes 1995; Hout and Fischer 2002). For instastcelies show that younger males with high
levels of education are more likely to be religigusmaffiliated (Baker and Smith 2009).
Further, Hout and Fischer (2002) have helped expla recent increase in the numbers of
Americans claiming no religion. They argue thatploétical differences between the religious
right and religious liberals have impelled soméhef latter to disaffiliate themselves from
traditional religion.

In this study | examine one subset of the irreligioself-identified atheists. Although the
correlates of atheism have been examined, and ww kmore about the social characteristics of
atheists than previously (Sherkat 2008), we coetiouknow little about how or why people
actuallybecomeatheists. | take a qualitative and interpretiverapch to examine the
interactionaprocessby which some Americans come to reject God aridiogl. Understanding
this process will be useful to sociologists ofgrdh interested not just in irreligion generallytb
also in the social dynamics of belief and disbebeid the processes of conversion and
deconversion. Understanding atheists is partiqulatevant as the latest surveys show that the
number of self-identified atheists is on the riBeW Forum 2007). Yet, even if their numbers
continue to increase in the years to come, thoseexpress an explicitly atheist viewpoint
remain a very small segment of the population 4@ percent (Pew Forum 2007).

Undoubtedly, the United States continues to beaaihetheistic society. This reality becomes
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particularly salient when it is compared to othévanced industrial nations (Norris and
Inglehart 2004). One need only briefly examinedhta on religion and belief to understand the
influence of theism. For example, one major sumepprts that about 84 percent of Americans
claim a religious identity; nearly 92 percent ragbey believe in the existence of a God or
“universal spirit;” and 60 percent of these beliava personal God, many of whom also believe
God intervenes in their everyday lives (Pew Forl@@72 Schieman 2010). This point is more
than just observation. As the current study withshthe formidable influence of theism in
America is closely connected to the identitieshafse who reject it.

Though scholars have employed the sociologica tennvestigate atheism with survey
data and statistical analyses (Bainbridge 2005rkah@008), there have been relatively few
gualitative studies that examine atheists themseatuectly. One such study by Heiner (1992)
explores the deviant status of atheists in the [Bmh. Based on interviews with ten atheist
activists affiliated with the Freedom From ReligiBoundation, he discusses some of the
strategies atheists use to counter the prejudidelesacrimination they face in a highly religious
part of the country. He finds that atheists, likeists, are engaged in the “othering” of those who
do not share their views. A more recent qualitasitely by Hunsberger and Altemeyer (2006)
investigates why it is some Americans come to claiheism. Their findings in part suggest that
despite the normative status of belief in God, all &s the various benefits associated with
religious affiliation, atheists are simply thoseantzould not make themselves believe”
(2006:42). Finally, Fitzgerald (2003) through inviexvs explores the different “identity career
paths” of atheists based on an analysis of thekdraunds and social characteristics. My

research, through in-depth interviews and extengaréicipant observation, contributes to this
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incipient literature by explicating the actual fation of an atheist identity through an analysis
of the interactional processes and narrative adsafrself-identified atheists.

In analyzing the process through which individuaime to adopt the label atheist, a
clear understanding of the meaning of identitylitseneeded. The concept iolentity has long
been of central importance to social psychologyeRechers have defined and used this concept
in various ways. In this study, | take identityave several meanings and uses. Fundamentally,
identity is that which we use to locate and underdtourselves in social life (Hewitt 2000).
Further, as Stryker (1968) argues, there is a tukyeof identities that coordinate and comprise
the self, shape understanding, and influence behddeentity is also that which individuals use
to describe and define their membership in grotipesy relative positions in social life, and the
various ascribed and achieved statuses they hdake. most scholars today, | take identity to be
fluid and shifting, rather than fixed and permandthis is consistent with how most of the
participants in this study moved from religiousritiges, to atheist identities, as a result of
important changes in meaning and social context.

Most discussions of identity focus on the roles eold-expectations attached to the
particular identity. An atheist identity howeves,iest understood not as one that is the product
of filling particular socially defined and cultuhalaccepted roles, but as one rooted in personal
meaning, history, and biography. Biographical aspeal identities make their most obvious
appearance when people construct narratives abeutitves and tell their own particular life
stories, both to themselves and to others (HeWRD2. Finally, my analysis is informed by the
“deconversion” literature. Ebaugh (1988) for im&t@, examined the identity processes of
Catholic nuns who left their convents, and othadists have investigated those who have left

various mainstream religious organizations (Brihlogr and Mackie 1993). My investigation
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bears some similarity to such studies as mosteoatheists | interviewed abandoned formerly
held religious identities. Although these studigsilitate our understanding of the process
individuals undergo as they disengage their retigaften to identify with another religion), they
do not tell us much about those who divest thenesedf a religious identity altogether, nor do
they inform us of the active process of develo@mgn-religiousidentity.

This study seeks to fill this gap by examining pinecess by which people construct an
atheist identity in a theist society. | considex focial psychological aspects of rejecting the
culturally dominant and normative belief in Godhdgin with a discussion of the methods | used
to study atheists. | then present a four part mtgldiscusses and illustrates the process of how
these participants came to reject theism and atiegdabel “atheist.” | conclude with a
discussion of the implications of the model, bymecting my analysis of atheists with other
rejection-based identities, and suggesting additiamenues for future research.

SETTING AND METHODS

| discovered that the mountain west universityritaawhich | currently reside is an ideal
setting for the study of atheists. Through onliearshing and asking around campus, |
discovered several well-established atheist orgaioizs in the surrounding aréko gain entrée,
| attended a picnic at a local park where membgtisree atheist groups came together for
informal socializing After a friendly conversation with the presidentooie of the groups, |
disclosed that | wanted to conduct a study of ateeThe organizer was very receptive, and she
introduced me to group members. Many expressedtarest in the study, and asked if they
could participate.

Data Collection
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My primary on-site data gathering methods includedducting individual in-depth
interviews and engaging in participant observatidook an open and active conversational
approach to the interviews in which respondentddcdavelop their thoughts in the direction of
their choosing within the broadly structured intew questions | used to guide our
conversations (Gubrium and Holstein 1995). Theruitevs lasted from one to two hours and
took a life-course approach, which focused on #vsqnal biographies, relationships, social
interactions, and life transitions that were impattto forming an atheist identity. Because of the
nature of the setting, and the fact | disclosed lthaas a researcher, my role with relation to
those | studied was that of an overt, participdydenver with “peripheral membership” (Adler
and Adler 1987:36). At the outset, | gave a prestért on my proposed research at one of the
monthly meetings. Consequently, | was able to séaruiting respondents and gathering data
immediately.

| sustained significant interaction with participgthroughout the research process by
attending several monthly group meetings, and @pédiing in outside events with members
such as picnics, speaking events, and confereAdegionally, | participated in volunteer work
that one of the groups organized. All of this akkalime to develop relationships conducive to
obtaining in-depth information, and learning abihét lived-experience of atheists.

In addition to recorded interviews, | kept detdifeeld notes from my interactions and
observations. 1 first took brief empirical and aitiglal notes during my interactions and then
later expanded on them when time permitted. | @moknductive approach to the analysis of my
data. Each interview was transcribed and then cadidan eye to developing theoretically
informed themes and patterns (Glaser and Straugg).1utilized both line-by-line and focused

coding (Emerson 2001), grouping phrases and substddeas, revealing distinct patterns and
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making conceptual connections from the data. linoet to analyze the data throughout the
research, which eventuated in the identity moddldiacussion outlined below.
Sample

The sample began with members | met at the fimigmeeting. After this, my contacts
quickly grew in a snowball sampling fashion as mershreferred me to other self-identified
atheists, many of whom were not affiliated withaaheist group. In the end, about half of my
total sample included individuals who were not memstof any group My sample was also
purposeful (Glaser and Strauss 1967) because itiadtb recruiting “typical” atheists, | also
sought out specific individuals of interest inchuglipresidents of atheist groups and other
prominent individuals who may have embodied paldidy strong atheist identities.

In total, | conducted 40 semi-structured in-deptierviews with atheists ranging in age
from 18 to 92 years old. The sample consisted ahalés and 23 females. Most respondents
were white, and highly educated (see appendixhoditth some of the characteristics of the
sample align with the previously mentioned demolgiegpof the unaffiliated, neither the sample,
nor the study itself was designed to be generdkzaball atheists. This study’s focus is on depth
and process, rather than breadth and represemesiseHowever, given the focused concern
with the issue of identity formation, the discussielow may nevertheless beggestivef a
generic identity process undergone by many athéiltisnately, only further research can
confirm this.

CONSTRUCTING AN ATHEIST IDENTITY

! refrain in this paper from making detailed compans between atheists who join groups and

those who do not. The potential “types” of atheistsot the central concern of this study.
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My research revealed four major elements in thestraation of an atheist identity in
America: (1) the starting point: the ubiquity oétbm, (2) questioning theism, (3) rejecting
theism, and (4) “coming out” atheist. For simplcithese may be viewed as the stages involved
in the progression toward atheism, but only in aegal sense. The construction of an atheist
identity is a fluid and dynamic process rather thaa that follows any simple pattern or
trajectory.

The Starting Point: The Ubiquity of Theism

In addition to the 92 percent of people expresbelgefin God, about 60 percent are
certainthat God exists (Chaves 2002). This reality peysndamental role in the construction
of an atheist identityror most participants, belief in Godnd religious practice had
characterized their lives at some point. Thirtyefof them described their upbringing as being
somewhere between somewhat religious and extremkgyous. They each expressed at least
some belief in God; they each identified with atigatar religion or spiritual philosophy, and
they each participated in some kind of religiousvétg. This is consistent with the general
composition and state of the American religiousitrape. As Roof remarks in his study of the
“spiritual and religious marketplace” of Americaocgety, “Religion (and | would add belief in
God) is so deeply ingrained culturally and so bipadsed within the population” that any
investigation of the American scene which failsg¢oognize this, will ultimately fall short
(1999:179). And as Hout and Fischer (2002) arguen ®f those who specifically claim “no

religion,” many continue to hold rather conventibreigious beliefs. This apparent

>The use of this term throughout will refer techilicko some form of the supernatural. It is
important to note however, there was particular legsfs by participants on the traditional

Judeo-Christian concept of God.
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inconsistency underscores how deeply entrencheshthis in our culture, and though not all of
those in this study came from overtly religiouskgaounds, | found that they too underwent a
similar process in rejecting God, and that the uityoof theism and religion itself played an
important role in their becoming athefsts

Much like Peek’s (2005) study of the identity peeses of Muslims, most atheists viewed
their early religious identities as ascribed stasu$articipants used statements such as, “I had no
choice about church as a kid. You know, kids juswhat their parents tell them to do.”
“Religion was imposed on me when | was young...yal glon’t have a choice when you're a
child.” Many patrticipants made similar surface mptetations of their early experiences with
religion. But when asked to elaborate, more thougjnéflections were offered. For instance,
Chris, an ex-Army paratrooper and recent fathehe at one time even aspired to be a priest —
expressed how deeply he felt about his faith grgwig":

| was raised Roman Catholic. | waary strongly religious as a kid. Did everything, the

plays, did catechism...I'd sit there [in church] andiow! — actually as a child | was

pretty emotional about it. You know, I'd think aliclesus on the cross and I'd cry.
Similarly, Kelly, a 36 year old graduate studend é&&acher commented: “I wasryreligious,
and church was zerybig part of my life. | went every Sunday, Sundalgel and all. | liked
church, 1 liked the ritual...and | enjoyed going."e@tly, despite their own acknowledgement of
their lack of choice in the matter, for both Craied Kelly, religion was of central importance to

them growing up.

® Although it is also important to note that the native status of theism can be relatively weak
or strong depending on context (e.g. regional cdante whether the setting is public or private).

* Pseudonyms are used throughout to ensure anonymity.
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Participants’ level of belief and religiosity vadiby degree, and for most, their
involvement was more tempered than this. Stillbatl a few discussed some level of religiosity
before becoming atheists. This is evinced by tketfat participants began sharing their stories
by first naming and identifying with the particulaligious organization or belief system with
which they grew up. And even when there was lovgi@lis participation, the normativéelief
in God was still present. Jenny, for example, wgsung and bright student at a local university.
Her comments are indicative of the ubiquity of ee(especially in childhood), and were typical
of many, “I grew up religious, | was Lutheran; bvg didn’t go to church all that much. By late
high school, | don’t think | was really going anyraat all...but it wasn’t that — | meangtill
believedin God.”

From her comments, Jenny’s belief in God seemmodstla “default” position. And as
has been observed, many individuals — especialiydin formative years — simply accept the
normative theistic viewpoint with which they arecastomed; sometimes passively internalizing
belief in God based on their experience withinrtBecial environment, where belief is not just
accepted, but often expected (Zuckerman 2003)edddbecause belief is so pervasive, most
people born and raised in the United States expegisocialization toward theism, and the
atheists | studied were no exception to this s@eiibn process.

As social psychologists have argued, the transomss cultural values and beliefs
through primary socialization within the family demt greatly influences the values and beliefs
that children will adopt and carry with them intduéthood. However, | found that even those
few who were raised in families without much redigj (or no religion at all) nevertheless
encountered, and were influenced by, the high $ewkteligiosity and belief present in the

general milieu of American culture. Even the leasigious were not invulnerable to the

11
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influences of their communities, their neighbord #émeir peers, their schooling, and other
aspects of socialization when it came to beligbod and religious behavior.

This certainly was Helen’s experiencelddavas in her early thirties and had recently
moved to start a new job. She discussed how heentate family was entirely non-religious,
yet she ended up participating in religion anywgyatiending Christian church services with her
friends or other neighborhood children. She putisig way, “I was definitely raised in a secular
household...but I'd still go to church with some of oousins and stuff; all the rest of the people
| knew were religious, so | had lots of exposuré.t®lus one of my best friends for a long time
was Mormon. So | went with her to the Mormon Chuselieral times.”

Frank’s experience was not unlike Helen’s. Frank wériendly and eccentric man. A
retired physicist, he spent much of his time infose-lab conducting experiments. He was
raised by a non-religious family, and yet he reredrk

| had my first real association with religion ataggven. It was the Catholic Church

across the street...all the neighbor kids went thespecially in the summer because

that’s what you did; they had things for kids to 8o | started attending church because |
was friends with the other kids.

All participants, whether raised with religionrmot, were surrounded by theist friends,
neighbors, and others who influenced them signitiga

Questioning Theism

® Further, five participants came from “secular” fées, but only two could accurately be

described as “second-generation atheists” (th#tes; parents were explicitly atheists).

12



Becoming an Atheist

If most participants were raised with religiondarad once believed in God, what caused
them to reject this, and claim an atheist identitf@ ways participants began to understand God
and religion as they carefully contemplated theiidis and interacted with others became a
determining factor. As Blumer (1969) observed, pe@gt toward objects (whether physical or
abstract) based on theeaningghese objects have for them. Further, these mesairggnot
fixed or inherent, but change or take on new megnihrough interactions with others.
Respondents, over time, and in new social conterigan questioning what they had learned
growing up, which included the religious meaningsythad often taken for granted. They
developed new outlooks and commitments as thedraotions took on new meanings.

Most started experiencing significant doubts alitbatexistence of God when they left
their homes for the first time to begin collegeisTas a critical time in life, as they encountered
other points of view, met people from other backgids, and started new relationships. Jason, a
61 year old former Catholic, who had worked variodd jobs throughout his life before
recently retiring, described it this way:

| didn’t really question it at all until | got toolege and started studying. | remember

reading a book by Bertrand Russ#lihy I'm Not a Christiarand that just opened my

eyes. It's like, wow!...And when | got to collegenket other people...it was my first
exposure to people outside my social milieu. THelydw students] didn’t go to church

on Sunday, and nothing bad was happening to theunglfs), and God wasn't striking

them down for not going to church...l mean | wasm'tadheist at this point, | still

thought you know, maybe there is a God out there.

New relationships with friends, professors, artteat prompted and drove this

guestioning. Some developed friendships with otiadrs were themselves questioning God, or
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were critical of religion. One respondent remarked a new friend she considered “very
smart,” and who made a considerable impressioreorwould send her secularist podcasts that
critically engaged religion and debated the “Godgiion.” Another felt “inspired” by a brilliant
professor who “seemed to be an atheist.” Furtlexermsl encountered the recent popular
writings of Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, or Chrgter Hitchens. This piqued interest in other
media critical of religion and belief (e.g. docurtey films, podcasts, blogs etc). Ironically
however, for many participants, it was their intti@ns with believers that compelled such
guestioning. For instance, 34 year old Amber rel&i@v one of her good friends — a strong
Catholic — “basically believed | was going to Hell questioning whether there is a God...[yet]
she was still willing to hang out with me.” Althoag\mber thought this aspect of the
relationship was strange, it led her to recogriee“illogical” aspects of religious belief, and
drove her to question more.

Research has found that going off to college teéad® an important stage in individuals’
lives in terms of experimenting with, and develapirew identities and establishing a more
autonomous sense of self. This process can alsetsoes happen relatively abruptly. But for
these participants, the process of questioning bediefs and the existence of God tended to take
time, because as has been observed, the effeakgibus socialization — and especiadigrly
religious instruction — can be quite strong (Zuckan 2003). And because religious beliefs and
practices are socially learned, there must takegpdaunlearning process for those who
eventually come to reject it. Thirty year old Jogls raised Episcopalian. He related his
experience with this gradual process:

In college | still believed in God, but | no londsaid a desire to go to church or anything.

And then | guess it was just a slow progressiorevasy year went by my belief was

14
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getting less and less, and as | started gettingastronomy, and reading, and studying

evolution...it [God and religion] just started soumglimore and more implausible.

This “slow progression,” which was described byngnparticipants, is consistent with Ebaugh’s
description of the “doubting stage” in her studytlué process of role-exit: “The doubting
process is usually gradual in that the individuak fexperiences an overall dissatisfaction in a
generalized way...” (1988:41) Indeed, these partitipaxperienced a generalized and non-
descript discontent with their religious beliefsitBhrough ongoing and particular interactions
they began to specify and articulate their doubtsays that opened a space for an atheist
viewpoint.

As participants sought more education, they bedaoreasingly skeptical of the
religious teachings they grew up with. Once theywad their religious beliefs as being
challenged by scientific and secular explanatiditb®world, the religious ideas and objects
(e.g. the afterlife, the Bible) began to take difedent meanings. As Ebaugh argued: “The
doubting stage is essentially one of reinterpreéind redefining a situation that was previously
taken for granted. Events and expectations thabkad defined as acceptable begin to take on
new meanings. [These] doubts involve a reinterpicetaf reality, a realization that things are
not what they had seemed.”(1988:41). However,@sfgiant as this was, doubts about God
alone were not sufficient for participants to adaptatheist identity. More active engagement
with substantive moral issues and specific intépastwith others were necessary.

The centrality of morality.

Morality was of central importance to these atiseiand specific moral issues
progressively drove their questioning of God arji@ more intensely. Forty-nine year old

Matt, a former Lutheran, described it this way:
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| was reading the old testament, and what realtyngostarted on a different path was

that God was telling Joshua to go in and destreycity, destroy every man, woman and

child, every goat, every chicken, | mean leave imgthAnd | remember thinking “what’s
going on here; why does God want to kill cows?” Aasdl continued reading and finding
more troubling things | just started questioningrenand more. And then it dawned on
me that the God | was worshipping and reading ablbtiis time was really just a sinner
himself. Here he is being jealous and vengefultanmdan.

Matt had read the Bible before in its entiretyaagung adult. But it wasn’t until he had
left the country to serve in the Air Force, anetattend college, where he made new friends
and experienced other views, that he underwentiiseading” of the Bible and engaged his
beliefs in a critical way. Many participants raisgdhilar issues addressing scriptural teachings.
This is consistent with Hunsberger and Altemey&QG06) study that reported that serious
doubts about religion were often caused by reattiad3ible itself. But more than just having
problems with scripture, these respondents alsot@diout what they saw as the hypocrisy of
religious people they knew. Kelly, for instancd]eeted that, “In college, | started to think about
some issues from when | was growing up, that pelaplerch members] were not nice. They
preached about it [the Bible and morality], butritleey were not good to each other. That really
frustrated me.” As participants confronted thesees, they increasingly desired to distance
themselves from religion, and to extricate mordiitym its traditional association with religion.
What emerged for them was a new outlook on moratgyorigins, meaning, and implications
for behavior.

An important outcome of this is that a tensionsarm which participants saw themselves

as good and moral individuals, but were beginnanddubt that this came from observing
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religious practices or adhering to religious “tmthiThey began to construct a cognitive and
symbolic boundary between morality and religiond asserted themselves as moral individuals
against what they increasingly viewed as a falsmeotion between being religious and being
moral. They each in some way observed — and aditthe idea — that peopieedreligion to

be moral and good. As one patrticipant remarkedpti't think having morals has anything to do
with religion. | know right from wrong. | think ibenefits me in the long-term to do good things
and be a good person; you know, not to lie, ctstasl or kill; and it just makes my life a lot
easier. It frustrates me that people think thatleeeto do with the other.”

Although research shows that atheists and theffilcatad often differ sharply from
theists and the affiliated with regards to politiceentation, and on specific political issues
(Hayes 1995; Hout and Fischer 2002) in terms otthrdent of basic moral questions, these
atheists’ views do not differ much from the convenal and commonly held views of the
meaning of morality. That is, they all consideretians such as lying, cheating, stealing,
murder, and basically anything else that harmsrdtbman beings to be immoral. In line with
what Hunsberger and Altemeyer found — in addressimgatheists doubt God — their skepticism
seemed primarily cerebral in nature. For instatteey did not deny God because it would give
them license to be immoral; or as the authorstpatlow them to “wallow in wantonness”
(2006:39). Rather, atheists tended to doubt bedhaesgefound no evidence of God’s existence,
or they could not square religious doctrines wittpeical facts, or simply, the notion of God
was inconsistent with their intellectual sensit@btand developing view of the world. | would
add to their argument, that the “cerebral” skepticof atheists itself is in part a product of the
changing meanings and viewpoints associated wélsdicial interactions experienced by

participants.
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What did differ significantly were their views wheremorality comes from, how it is
maintained, and why it is important. As Edgell e{2006) observed, the majority in the United
States view atheists as having rejected the verginimundation of American society. As a
corollary, there exists a symbolic moral and caltioundary between believers and non-
believers. Aware of — and in response to — thaditse the atheists | interviewed continually
returned to the topic of morality, drawing thewn boundaries vis-a-vis theists, and asserting
themselves as both atheiatsd moral persons. Chris, for instance, made the\iofig
illustrative remarks:

Morality comes from society. It's societal norm$s what you need to do, and what's

good. Morality does not come from religion. Itlkd, really — so killing would be OK

unless God said no? And it seems like many thiegjgecially in the Bible are totally
arbitrary. And then the things that don’t seeniteaty are—are everywhere. No killing.

No stealing. Those are all just good ideas...Butliis, you don’'t want to help me? You

don’t want to be nice? You're just doing it becaysu’re afraid...God’s gonna throw

you in a lake of fire if you don’t?
Chris’s comments represent how many of the pagidigpcame not only to reject the idea that
God and religion are necessary for moral behabiairalso implicitly suggest thatreon
religious morality is superlative. Morality to themeans behaving in ways that are beneficial for
society and productive in and of themselves; they are based on “real” integrity and
autonomy, rather than punishment and reward. [Ylgzarticipants were challenging the
commonly held belief that atheists lack morals.yTtesisted this view, thereby salvaging a
moral identity. As Brittany, an articulate thirty-fouegr old researcher for a large company

remarked:
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So if you're not religious, then where does yourahand ethical compass come from?
This is the question asked by many religious pebptause they don’t realize that you
can simply choose to act moral, and define an atifiamework on a rational basis. They
think it has to be something that God told youao @hd that you’'ll be punished for not
doing it. You know, a very simple reward/responsel lof scenario...if you're doing
something because of fear of being punished, traptetely removes what | consider a
moral dimension.
Similarly, thirty-one year old Lisa, who was raisada fundamentalist Christian family stated:
“Many people think that if you don’t believe in Ggdu are amoral. If that's the case, why don’t
we see atheists in the streets burning down bgtdand churches and doing all sorts of immoral
things? Prisons aren't full of atheists...and you flen’'t hear about atheists behaving that way.”
And another participant simply remarked, “I'm moaald | don’t believe in God.” Thus these
atheists create identity by drawing symbolic — altanately social — boundaries (Lamont and
Molnar 2002) between them and theist others asjtls§y and actively construct and defend an
atheist viewpoint; a viewpoint which typically inlves elaborating a pragmatic and “rational”
view of morality.
The talk that these atheists engaged in is mane dbjective descriptions of experiences.
In sharing their thoughts, views, and personal faiplgies, participants were providing accounts.

According to Scott and Lyman (1968) accounts ageginerally socially accepted statements

® Clearly, much of participants’ responses refer padicular — and perhaps simplistic — version
of Christian religion (e.g. very conservative, gee fundamentalist groups). Many in fact
acknowledged this during the interviews. Nevertegl¢his was how most continued to

characterize religion generally; in part becausewas what they were most familiar with.
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that are made in order to explain or justify pantc behaviors (or views). In this case, the
accounts employed by participants justified theindmormative views by asserting a positive
social and moral basis for their atheism. Theioaots neutralize the negative connotations of
the atheist label and replace it with morally aadially positive implications. Although Heiner
found something similar, the atheists he intervigwvad an even stronger penchant for attacking
religion outright as they argued explicitly for theral superiority of atheism. Discussing the
Christian concept of forgiveness through prayee ohhis respondents blatantly remarks: “They
[atheists] are the only ones with good morals. §tams are all sinners” (1992:13). None of
those | spoke with made such sweeping claims (Heipecifically selected hard-line and
activist atheists for his study), yet from theicagnts the implication is clear: atheism not only
allows for morality, but is potentially superiortizereligious understanding of morality. In any
case, participants’ accounts imbued their expeeevith meaning, and provided coherent
frameworks for understanding both themselves aenl social worlds. Through these accounts,
they created, justified, and “owned” their own mibyeby separating it from what they viewed
as the culturally dominant theist view of moral aeior.
Rejecting Theism*“Not Theist, or Atheism as a Rejection Identity

The earlier ideas of God and religion began toepéaced with new meaning as
participants moved from the questioning stage, iee deliberate and active stage of rejection.
Sometimes intimate relationships with other nondwelrs facilitated this process. For instance,
30 year old John commented, “l was on the fencejdybne, you know, for a long time, like an
agnostic type thing until I met Angie (now his speuand she brought me ‘over’...and | said,
okay, I really don't believe anymore.” But for paipants, it was not simply a matter of reaching

a place where they happened not to “believe anyfhBeher, a veritablatheist identitywas
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only possible in the context of haviegplicitly rejected religion and the notion of God itselfdan
then elaborating in this space that which they aaithe more accurate way to view and interpret
the world: through the lens of science and sedblaking. Respondents experienced an
increasing commitment to this new viewpoint, whiglapparent in their discussions of their
developing world-view’s Brittany put it this way:

If people could become more educated and more t@apéinaking reasonable, peaceful

decisions that would support the smooth functiomifhg society without anybody over

them holding a whip...that would be better... That'svhbis with religion. As we

acquire the education and the sophistication tentiegchoose an ethical system for [its]

advantages, in a scientific, rational, social ceit@e can move away from the crutch of

a carrot-and-stick approach, which is what | comsidost religions [as] basically being.
The generalization that religion is an uncriticatlainsophisticated attempt at interpreting the
world, that a rational scientific approach is maceurate and desirable was one echoed by many
participants. Helen, for instance, elaboratesdhigreater length:

My interest is in theatural world...it's a scientific worldview. And it's not that you

have to be a practicing scientist or anything. iBybu think about the world in a

scientific method kind of way, | think it becomeieasingly difficult to reconcile that

with any kind of supernatural belief. A scientifirldview is the idea that you approach

the world and ideas in your life in a way that rore the scientific method. You go out

"It has been noted that certain occupational granpkjding scientists, are more likely to claim
atheism than others (see Ecklund 2010). Althoughetlare two professional scientists included
in the sample, for most, their developing inteeesd commitment to science was as much a

corollary of their unbelief as a cause of it.
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and you gather data and see whether that refutesgeas and your hypothesis or

whether it supports it. And that might sound kiridumny for everyday life, but it's not.

The idea that a supernatural God created the Edhtér happened or it didn’t. It's real or

it's not real...| mean, there are good theories adidnes, and they [religion and

science] are not equally valid.

This new commitment to scientific and secular king was accompanied by an explicit
rejection of the supernatural. Although most mageiat to observe that they canmobve God
does not exist, and that they cannot be absolatzain there is no God, when probed further,
most comments were of this variety: “I find no quetling reason to believe in a god,” “There is
nothingmagical or supernatural about the universe orhamgtin it.” Some remarks were even a

bit sarcastic: “No spooks here.” Or, “I just dob&lieve in the ‘great sky fairy.”” This language
is telling because it indicates a strong rejectind distancing from what participants view as the
ideas of theists.

| found much of an atheist identity is construdteterms of what it is not. This was
apparent throughout participants’ accounts. Thesnbtion of the “not-self”’ is instructive. The
not-self “refers to meaningful gestures (vocal atiterwise) whereby ego...designates certain
thoughts, feelings, acts, relationships, roles@mnather social objects as fundamentally
inconsistent with ego’s real self...”(Colomy 2007). 8ssential part of the self-definition
process includes not just defining those thingsaree but also those things we a An
atheist identity however, may be thought of as ingwis very foundation in the process of the
“not-self” or “not-me.” It is a salient example tife possibility of constructing an identity out of

the rejection or negation of something, in thisecieism. That is, to a significant degree, itns a

identity that provides meaning for the self — amdieied is constituted — by making statements of

22



Becoming an Atheist

what isnotme. Like those in Heiner’s study who in the contefixthe Deep South made clear
they werenot Christians, these atheists’ accounts were replgtediscussions of the beliefs

they donot posses; continually highlighting that they ao# theists. In this way, these atheists

are similar to the vegans, nondrinkers, virgingl athers Mullaney (2005) studied, whose
personal identities are built around behaviors th@yot engage in, or beliefs they do not posses.

This process of dissociating from theism and dngveiymbolic boundaries is not just an
abstract or intellectual affair. Developing a sbkHt includesiot being a theist had real
consequences for participants’ social relationsttps instance, though they generally viewed
themselves as highly tolerant of others, many dised how they could not date or have a
serious relationship with a strong believer. Faraple, James, a college student in his late
twenties, said “I couldn’t date a true believemstody that was just like ‘this is how it is,”
because | couldn’t respect how they approachednherse...| mean, | respect them as people,
but that line of thinking is not something thatdwd want in my intimate life. Someone who
makes religious claims like that. Anybody who, ifwstance, can buy the Bible as truth, I'm
going to have a problem with that, and it’s just going to work out.”

As is the case with other kinds of identities th@ng. racial, political, or religious
identities) there exists a level of in-group/oubygp thinking for atheists. Thus, although
research has shown that in American culture, thiguiews atheists as other, in constructing
their own self-concepts, atheists drew their owciaddoundaries, on some level conceiving of
theistsas other. Creating this sense of difference irv®bhe cognitive process of classification
that Zerubavel (1996) outlines in his discussiobaindaries. Importantly, this mental and
social boundary making, or “splitting” becomes hahl, and begins to shape future thinking,

interactions, and behavioral choices.
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“Coming Out” Atheist

The significance and influence that any particidentity has for one’s self-concept
cannot be fully articulated until that identity Haeen both explicitly claimed and validated in
meaningful social interaction. That is, althoughiradividual may think of him/herself as an
atheist, acknowledging the consistency of theiwsivith that label, it is only when this label is
voluntarily applied in concrete social interactibiat it takes on its full social significance.
Because of the stigmatized and deviant statusheisah, it can initially be difficult to claim the
identity in a social setting. This results in paoim the tension experienced from their
knowledge of having rejected the normative viewgheflarger society, and feeling disconnected
from the rest of American culture becomes a reakijmility at this point. But these cognitive
tensions are related to Lofland and Stark’s (198&)ly of the process of those who convert to a
deviant perspective. And like the converts to aia®wvcult in their study, the felt tensions, and
the awareness of the deviant status of their vieafsially served to encourage or promote their
desire to claim the deviant identity.

Claiming an atheist identity vocally and using thieel had important implications for
respondents. Different factors impelled particigaot“come out of the closet.” Having “known”
and thought of themselves as atheists for a pefitiche, the desire tolaimthe identity grew
stronger as they interacted with theists and sotmgtlissociate themselves from religion. This is
in line with Hout and Fischer’s (2002) findings,that claiming atheism can serve as a practical,
and symbolic statement against traditional religimmd its often politically conservative ideas).
Finally, despite any initial reticence, as intew#s began to claim atheism overtly in social
interactions, a concomitant sense of empowermenftjdence, and new sense of self emerged.

Applying the label.
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These atheists thought of themselves as suchebtfey applied the label in the presence
of others. Unlike some stigmatized and marginaligedhtities, atheism is not something that is
readily apparent to others, or that has physicaven social indicators. For Goffman then,
atheism would be a discreditable identity that ningsexplicitly claimed for it to become
“spoiled” (1963:4). Further, on some level declgram atheist identity is similar to the coming
out process gays experience. That is, though ditfin the beginning, for some, publicly
adopting the label and coming out as an atheistamamportant step toward a new self-concept
and a feeling of independence and empowermentlikadhe social stigma faced by those who
adopt a marginalized sexual identity (Weinbergl.e1895) for these respondents, claiming their
atheism not only influenced their self-conceptd,dhaped their future interactions. Importantly,
it was at this stage that an atheist identity bagasrystallize, acquire greater salience, and move
closer to the top of the hierarchy of identitieattbomprise the self (Stryker 1968).

The setting in which participants came out — thafirst applied the label atheist to
themselves in the presence of others, ranged fnermittual and abstract (e.g. MySpace,
Facebook, e-mail) to the concrete and personal f@cg-to-face interactions with family
members). James for instance, remarked, “It waglyBpace. You know, under the ‘religion’
thing, | put ‘atheist.” It just made it very puhlit’s kind of cool too, because | actually started
realize that some of my friends were atheistsod, | didn’t even know it.” For James,
declaring the identity online led to important daliion from friends. He went on to talk about
how some of his friends too, ended up posting ‘iathen their MySpace accounts after they
saw his. Further, he discussed how he and onesaéhgious friends got into a “huge debate”
after he made his atheism public, which changediyinamic of their friendship. When asked

why he decided to come out on his account, Janpdiedehat he had been thinking about it for
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some time, and that he eventually just worked eg'tierve” to do it. Clearly, he had an internal
conversation with himself, knowing that this lalws appropriate for his identity, he was
preoccupied with these thoughts until he was ableut it out there” online. Several others
shared experiences with claiming their atheismheir frofiles of similar social networking
websites. For most however, their coming out oaxliduring face-to-face interactions with
family and/or friends. Moreover, like James, maay lexperienced a period of time where the
“internal pressure” built up to the point whereyttielt a strong desire to adopt the label publicly,
and reveal their “true” selves, even if in an eomiment that may disapprove. Samantha, a thirty-
year-old entrepreneur from the South, discoveratttiis can be an uncomfortable or even
painful experience:

| first told my parents...and that was certainly gateve experience. | told my mom

about 5 years ago and | told my dad as well. Ikhivey both were doing the whole

cognitive dissonance thing because they just ctuddeept it...1 don’'t even know if

they really believe that I'm an atheist. | thinleyhwere in some pretty serious denial

about it...and there have been some rough periodslatiyras been pretty cruel and has

sent us some cruel e-mails about how bad liberalsatheists are...

Nevertheless, despite the pain it sometimes cabséuy open about her atheism and
discussing it with believers and non-believersaliltimately led Samantha to become more
convinced that her position was correct. That ig¢imlike the gay Christians O’Brien (2004)
studied, the challenges that arose frdaimingthe identity gave further substance and meaning
to the identity. And although the social setting gdrithe application of the label shaped, and in
some cases, fundamentally changed the nature iot&fetionships with important others. This

in turn, shaped their future interactions, and wstcases reinforced their identities as atheists.
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Again, as O’Brien argued, the pain and social digfoot that arises from problematic identities,
is itself an important source of meaning and setlarstanding.

“Liberation.”

Although a few did experience some distress dutiegprocess, unlike Heiner’s atheists
who often experienced “anomie” even beyond theantersion to unbelief” (1992:11) these
atheists felt their coming out was an overall pesiexperience. For example, Jason remarked,
“It felt good you know? Like this is whatréally think...It was liberating; liberation from the
whole religion thing.” With even greater enthusiadfatt put it this way, “I'd reached this
breakthrough, it’s like I'd broken the chains, dridlt free! It was such a relief; it's a huge
weight off your shoulders.” And Dennis, a collegedent majoring in philosophy said, “it was
very empowering, because — | mean — when you lesélea of God, itouldbe like you're lost,
like there’s no higher purpose...but for me it wass ihea of setting your own purpose, that it's
just you, [that] it comes from within; that’s prggxciting!” Further, this initial excitement
tended to produce greater confidence in claimiregdentity in the future, and with an
expanding group of people.

Terms such as “liberation” and “freedom” were usggkatedly, and it was clear from
their accounts that although they acknowledged thews were non-normative, and that
atheists are a heavily stigmatized group in Amereaeh described a sense of satisfaction and
confidence with having labeled themselves athelstat is, they felt good about labeling
themselves with a term that best represented rgtlogir point of view, but their “real” selves.
And yet, during this process, atheism became niane simply an identity label. It became an
increasingly salient and meaningful aspect of #ie(Stryker 1968). Framing their coming out

as a necessary and positive milestone in their@piges contributed greatly to their self-

27



Becoming an Atheist

conceptions. Through the development of this pexsiolentity, they carved out their own sense
of self and suffused it with meaning based on cortihg “a sense of difference and
separateness” in society. But this also providé&skase of location and meaning within society”
based on the perception that it was their individwd&onomy and personal biographical
experience that got them there (Hewitt 2000:98jh&athan simple non-belief, participants
constructed coherent identities with their own niegs and boundaries, which challenged the
norms of American culture. This speaks to the pafeeligiously based identity in America,
from which, participants could not simply stand iipRather, they had to specify and articulate
just what their departure from this dominant waytwhking means.
CONCLUSION

This study analyzes the process of identity co§tsn in opposition to dominant
ideologies. Much of the literature on identity erapizes the influence of group membership.
Identity “denotes a situatedness of the persoarimg of standing in the context of a particular
social relationship or group” (Gecas and Burke 1495 People can give certain identities more
or less salience, but they always make behavibi@ces within the groups that verify the
meaning of those choices. In this framework, difficult to imagine how a person might depart
from familiar groups that offer long-standing canfation of who and what one is. Within the
literature on religious identity, Peek’s researohMuslims adds the insight of how “religious
identity emerge[s] and gain[s] salience,” but thediims she interviewed had been born into
Islam (2005: 221-226). To be sure, she argues'thliagious identities are ultimately ‘achieved

identities™ yet the analysis does not illuminate {processes through which people adopt an

identity that contradicts not only their ascribddntity but also the dominant cultural ideology.
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This is what the study of atheist identity conttémito the discussion. It offers insight into the
construction of an achieved identity for which thdture at-large offers no validation.

Moreover, the atheist does not step into a “remdge” identity, with a specific and
definable set of roles or behaviors attached fbatcontrast, a religious identity is usually
comprised of discernable social behaviors, (e.gship, adherence to dietary codes, tithing,
professing belief in specific doctrines) which bexeothe indicators, and to some extent, the
content of the identity. Such is generally absembrag atheists. This is why the structure and
content of an atheist identity is best framed ag/faiphical and rejection-based; a product of
interaction, and an achieved identity to be sunéonme constructed out of negation and rejection,
rather than filling culturally defined social roldmportant parts of this construction process
include appealing to science, committing one’s &eH secular value-system and articulating
and justifying a moral sense of self (Ecklund 20HE3ch contributing to the increasing salience
of the atheist identity, as it moves up the idgrttierarchy and finds placement among the
myriad other social and personal identities thatgose the self, ultimately becoming a central
and meaningful component of one’s self-understan{Biryker 1968).

| have argued that becoming an atheist in Amenealves four basic elements: the
ubiquity of theism, questioning theism, rejectihgism, and coming out atheist. Although the
first part differs from the others in that it istradways an action taken by the individual, this
difference underscores my argument. In the UnitetkeS, theism is not only the starting point
for any religious identity; its pervasiveness soalvhat drives atheism. This model captures the
process that the atheists | interviewed underweigt.worth asking whethell of those in this
study conform to the model outlined. For instaweaylld not those who came from secular

families differ in some sense from those from tielig backgrounds? There are some
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differences. | found for example, that the atheigt® came from particularly strong religious
backgrounds tended to have greater feelings ofnacry toward religion, and may have been
more likely to be outspoken with their non-belighd there are variations in terms of specific
life experiences and personal biographies. Nob@mtame an atheist in exactly the same way.
The point however, is that in terms of identity gges, each individual in this study — whether
from a religious or nonreligious background — hadnigagewith theism in a particular (and
rather consistent) way in order for them to ultiehatlaimatheism. Variations in personal
relationships, political views, skepticism, intelieal inclinations, and social interactions applied
varying pressures to become an atheist, but theehwaghtures the generic identity process each
respondent underwent as these issues brought thearadopt the same identity label, atheist.
As a rejection identity, atheism is constructadtigh articulating what it is one doest
believe. That is, it is part of the “not-self” (@ohy 2007). This conceptualization may be
extended to other identities that run against $alcir@rms and social convention. For instance,
Mullaney (2005) discusses various types of labetspfe use that are based on “not-doing.” She
argues that such labels are increasingly becomurg central to our personal identities and self-
concepts in the context of an increasingly comphexern world where identity options and
alternative self-meanings are always expandingh@ranalysis, | add the element of departing
from the culturally dominant theist perspectivegdrs, nondrinkers, virgins, and self-identified
asexuals are a few examples of personal labels@sdmot-doing that help define and
generate personal and social meaning in contrgsefmnderate cultural messages. My research
with atheists informs the identity processes inedlwith regards to the use of these labels. It
would be interesting to investigate other viewpsisiich as the non-violence movement, to learn

whether this conceptualization of identity couldifigate our understanding of the identity
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processes, and the nature of the self-understamdintpose who make such identity
declarations.

Religion and belief in America receive their légiacy through the traditional and social
institutions in which they are anchored. A thedifious person in the United States has ready
access and recourse to legitimate institutionshickvhis or her religious identity can find
validation and social support. There is a discoargkset of public narratives (Somers 1994) of
belief in America, to which theists may appealdfmeaning, purpose, and social mooring for
their religious identities. Thus, an important impation that flows from this research regards the
guestion of what replaces the meaning structurtergtigion offers, or the purpose and guidance
that one may receive from the notion of God — lmdttvhich find legitimacy in the institutional
structures of American culture, and which all of frarticipants | interviewed came to refect
For as Roof (1999) notes, secularists (and athdiatge rejected both the social institutional and
religious/spiritual narratives that are so ingrdiie American culture and that are foundational
to constructing an identity within it. | found part the answer to this question lies in
participants’ recourse to the discourse of sciemzkreason. That is, science, like religion,
enjoys an institutional and respected status in Wgae society. These atheists found an
effective, institutionally-grounded meaning struetwhich provided a framework for self-
understanding; a secular worldview within whichytlteuld situate themselves and find a sense
of direction, purpose, and legitimation of theiewpoint by appealing to science, reason, and a

secular value system (Ecklund 2010; Evans and EX@08).

8 Though legitimate, this question is oversimplifitdds important to note that participants
understood their divestiture of religion as a pesithing, an endpoint itself. Thus, they did not

necessarily feel as though they were “missing” aimg by abandoning religion and belief.
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This study has highlighted the interactional aadativeprocessof becoming an atheist,
rather than simply describing the socio-demograpbrcelates of atheism. The process outlined
is important for considering the dynamics of idgntionstruction more generally. Much of our
understanding of how individuals construct ideaitis premised on our assumptions about
socialization, and the cultural meaning and vaiadapeople receive as they inherit and manage
the normative cultural messages from which theystraot those identities. Thus, investigating
the “contradiction” of those who reject the genea@dialization toward theism, and the
normative cultural expectation of belief in Godnexessary for a more complete picture of the
social processes by which we construct our idestéind create meaningful selves. In addition to
extending the inquiry into this process, futureessh should investigate further the social
causes of this rejection, the means through whishstigmatized identity is negotiated and
managed once it has been claimed, and finally,i@énG and Smith (2007) have taken steps
toward, come to a better understanding of the ergéional dynamics and social movement
aspects of the atheist community.
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Appendix: Demographic Charactestics of Sample N=40
Age 18-20 3
21-30 8
31-40 12
41-50 6
51-60 3
60 and over 8
Sex Female 23
Male 17
Race White 37
Black 1
Hispanic 2
Education Less than High School 0
High School Graduate 1
Some College 6
Bachelor's Degree 15
Master’'s Degree 10
Enrolled in PhD program 4
PhD 4
Marital Status Married 11
Single 18
Divorced 11
From religious background Catholic 14
Mainline Protestant 15
Fundamentalist Christianity 2
Jewish 1
Other (Non-denom., Eastern, Spiritualist 3
From non-religious background n=5
Age declared atheism 13-20 3
21-30 14
31-40 12
41-50 5
51-60 3
missing/unknown 3
Context of first “coming out.” To Family 15
To Friend 18
To Stranger 2
Virtual (online) 1
missing/unknown/could not recall 4
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Becoming an Atheist

Sample Topical Interview Questions:

Were you raised in a religious or non-religious grgrowing up? Tell me about your experience
Did you think of yourself as an atheist before ypablically announced your atheism?

Have you ever experienced discrimination or neggtivom others due to your atheism?
Tell me about what brought you to identify as dreadt. How has it affected your relationships?
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