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Contrasting irreligious orientations
Atheism and secularity in the USA and Scandinavia

theism and secularity are not static, fixed orien-

tations. Rather, atheism and secularity are con-

toured, malleable, and deeply shaped by cul-
tural and social forces. A clear example of the degree
to which atheism and secularity can be lived and ex-
pressed quite differently in different socio-cultural lo-
cations is revealed by comparing and contrasting the
ways in which they are manifested in the United States
and Scandinavia.

Introduction

In his groundbreaking book Toward a Sociology of Ir-
religion (1971), Colin Campbell spoke of a ‘range of
irreligiousness’ (p. 35), thereby alerting scholars to the
mistake of speculating or hypothesising about a fixed,
ideal, or ‘pure’ type of secularity. Echoing this senti-
ment, Paul Pruyser (1974: 195) has acknowledged a
‘complexity of unbelief} suggesting that unbelief may
be ‘as diversified as religious belief’. Indeed, both
atheism and irreligion come in a fairly wide variety
of shapes, sizes, and textures. For example, a non-
religious individual can be overtly hostile to religion,
and actively seek its demise. In contrast, another non-
religious individual can simply be indifferent to reli-
gion, even oblivious. In yet another instance, atheism
can be something one chooses for very clear reasons,
maintains with pride, and defends with vigilance -
or atheism can be akin to a passive default position,
an orientation that exists mundanely, uncritically,
even unknowingly. And beyond these various types
or manifestations of atheisms/secularities briefly de-
scribed for the sake of illustration, we can easily im-
agine many other such idiosyncratic irreligious ori-
entations, with their own important nuances. Some
have recently attempted to start to chart this typo-
logical diversity (Pasquale 2006). For example, Barry
Kosmin (2007) has made a distinction between ‘soft’
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and ‘hard’ seculars. Chaeyoon Lim et al. (2010) have
added ‘liminals’ - those ‘betwixt and between’ re-
ligiosity and secularity — as a distinctive type, rather
similar to those people exhibiting the ‘fuzzy fidelity’
discussed by David Voas (2008), and further elabor-
ated by Ingrid Storm (2009). Peter Liichau (2010)
distinguishes between ‘atheists’ and the ‘a-religious’
— the former actively care about religion and seek to
curb its influence, while the latter simply do not care
about religion one way or another. And finally, N. J.
Demerath (2001) and Phil Zuckerman (2008) have
discussed the non-believing, ‘culturally religious’ -
those who identify with a religion, even while simul-
taneously rejecting its actual creeds and supernatural
assumptions, an orientation very similar to what Ina
Rosen (2009) calls ‘religion-as-heritage’ In short, the
diversity of secular orientations is significant, and this
significance is becoming more and more recognised
(Pasquale, Galen & Zuckerman 2013).

Given that there exist different forms or types of
secular orientations, the question arises: what might
account for these differences? Surely, on some level,
it is a psychological matter, relating to individual
personality types, emotional dispositions, innate
neurological wiring, and so on. And it also surely has
something to do with a given individual’s family-life
circumstances, personal experiences with religion,
and so on. But beyond these psychological, indi-
vidualistic, or familial factors influencing the form
of people’s secularity or atheism, there undoubtedly
exists the social or cultural level of influence. That
is to say, the culture/society in which a person lives
will greatly shape his or her secular orientation. As
Colin Campbell (1971: 29) succinctly argued, Trreli-
gion can only be specified within a given social and
cultural context’

For a clear example that serves to illustrate the
above assertion, I will contrast contemporary non-re-
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ligious Americans with contemporary non-religious
Danes and Swedes, showing that most non-religious
people in America exhibit certain traits and orien-
tations markedly different from most non-religious
people in Scandinavia. I will highlight these three key
differences:

« Different experiences of — and feelings about —
their apostasy (rejection of religion).

« Different opinions concerning religion.

o Different personal beliefs and articulations con-
cerning the non-existence of God.

Methodology and samples

The observations offered in this paper are based
upon two years of fieldwork in Aarhus, Denmark
(2005-6, 2010-11), as well in-depth interviews with
149 Danes and Swedes, and 9o in-depth interviews
with Americans. In both cases, interviewees were
obtained by employing a nonjudgmental, purposive,
snowball sampling method, typical for such qualita-
tive research.

Of the 149 Scandinavian interviewees, about two
thirds self-identified as non-religious, while the re-
maining third were religious, of varying degrees and
types. Of the total interviewed, 75 were men and 74
were women. 103 were Danish, 39 were Swedish, and
7 were immigrants to Denmark from Chile, Iran, or
Turkey. In terms of the education levels of my inform-
ants, approximately 34 per cent had completed the
equivalent of a university degree, approximately 15
per cent had completed some university courses but
never achieved a degree, or were currently enrolled at
a college or university, approximately 11 per cent had
completed the equivalent of a high school education,
approximately 11 per cent had completed some sort
of specific professional training (such as how to be a
social worker, businessman, preschool teacher, etc.),
approximately 15 per cent had completed some form
of specific vocational training (such as how to be a
tool maker, photographer, nurse, physical therapist,
etc.), and approximately 14 per cent had completed
somewhere between the 6th and gth grade. Out of
the 149 informants, approximately 23 per cent had
been raised in small towns (of populations less than
5,000), approximately 41 per cent had been raised
in one of Denmark or Sweden’s three largest cities,
and approximately 33 per cent had been raised in
medium-sized towns (larger than 5,000 people, but
not one of the 3 largest cities in Denmark or Sweden).
Concerning age, 3 per cent of my informants were
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between the ages of 15-19, 21 per cent were between
20-29, 25 per cent were between 30-39, 17 per cent
were between 40-49, 15 per cent were between 50-
59, 9 per cent were between 60-69, 7 per cent were
between 70-79, and 3 per cent were aged 80 or older.

Of the 9o American interviewees, all self-identi-
fied as non-religious. 47 were male and 43 female; 6
per cent were in their late teens, 30 per cent were in
their 20s, 23 per cent were in their 30s, 16 per cent
were in their 40s, 15 per cent were in their 50s, 8 per
cent were in their 60s, and 3 per cent were in their
70s. Approximately 46 per cent of my informants
were raised in California, with the rest being raised
in the Midwest (10 %), East Coast (11 %), the South
(11 %), the Southwest (3 %), the Pacific Northwest
(3 %) and about 10 per cent coming from other coun-
tries, such as England, Saudi Arabia, Ghana, and the
Philippines. The percentages relating to where people
were raised are approximations because sometimes
people were raised in more than one state or country.
In terms of educational attainment, approximately
6 per cent had only completed a high school educa-
tion, approximately 29 per cent had either completed
some courses at college or were currently enrolled in
college, approximately 33 per cent had completed a
bachelor’s degree, and approximately 30 per cent had
completed an advanced/graduate degree. As for ra-
cial/ethnic identifications, approximately 64 per cent
of my sample self-identified as White or Caucasian,
12 per cent as Latino/a, Chicano/a, Hispanic, or Mex-
ican-American, 12 per cent as mixed-race or ‘other,
7 per cent as Asian, Asian-American, or Pacific Is-
lander, and 3 per cent as Black or African-American
(these are approximations because there were a few
who classified themselves in atypical ways, such as
‘Celtic, ‘Jewish, or ‘Persian’).

Apostasy (the rejection of religion)
One major difference between non-religious Ameri-
cans and non-religious Scandinavians has to do with
the process of individuals’ loss of faith and the ex-
perience of their overall rejection of religion. Nearly
all of those interviewed — both Americans and Scan-
dinavians - were raised with some form of religion
in their homes, and nearly all were religious as chil-
dren, to varying degrees. And yet, while teenagers
or adults, they left their religion behind. They came
to no longer believe and no longer participate. They
became, to use the formal term, apostates (Bromley
1988; Zuckerman 2011).

For Scandinavians, the experience of apostasy —
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the process of losing one’s religion — was no big deal.
It was a relatively minor, almost insignificant experi-
ence in their lives. In fact, religion was rarely some-
thing that they had outright ‘rejected, but more like
something that they had ‘casually left behind. That
is, for most contemporary Danes and Swedes, losing
their faith in God was just something that happened
almost naturally as they grew older. Their rejection of
religion was thus an almost matter-of-fact experience,
about which they had little to say, and little to explain
or recall. The majority of the Danes and Swedes that
I interviewed said virtually the same thing: that at
some point in their childhood, they had believed in
God. They prayed. And almost everyone also said
that his or her eventual loss of belief in God was sim-
ply a matter of growing up. Hardly anyone could ever
recount some dramatic moment when his or her faith
was shattered. Few could ever recall some specific
event or instance that caused them to become a non-
believer. Instead, what I heard—time after time—was
that their belief in God simply withered with age, un-
dramatically, and without much to-do.

For example, Tyge, a 62-year-old retired shop
steward from Albertslund, had this to say concerning
how he lost his childhood faith in God:

— It just happened.

- Was there a decisive factor in his transition to
being a non-believer?

- Common sense.

Sigrid, a 53-year-old artist from Aalborg, said that
she had believed in God as a child, but has considered
herself an atheist all her adult life. I asked her when it
was that she became an atheist, and she replied:

— When I grew up.

- Did something specific happen to her that led
to a loss of faith?

- You get mature and think about things.

Neither Tyge nor Sigrid could or even cared to
elaborate on their loss of faith, even when explicitly
asked to do so. And the clear majority of Danes and
Swedes interviewed exhibited a similar reticence on
this matter.

In contrast, for most non—religious Americans,
their apostasy was quite intense. It entailed a real
personal struggle. It was a dramatic, life-changing
experience that they recalled as being very significant
and even painful. And unlike Scandinavians, Ameri-
cans have a lot to say about it. They tend to talk about

Bemg a guod person doesn’t require God.’
Dun’t heileve in God? #

Atheist billboard in the USA.
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their loss of religious faith with great a high degree
of personal reflection. They recall key events, specific
causes, important details. A good example is Nathan,
a 42-year-old African-American who was raised in
Philadelphia, but now lives in Alabama, where heis a
college professor:

I remember the day that I rejected Christianity
... one day I was driving to the gym to work
out and I thought about a good buddy of mine
who was in a wheelchair. He was a brilliant guy.
I thought to myself: ‘If Rick ever got up out of
that wheelchair, it would be on CNN. ... Ifa
blind person got healed, it would be on CNN!

I watch CNN every day, and I've never seen a
story about a paralysed person or blind person.
... So then I thought: God doesn’t heal. ... Then
I concluded that if God doesn't heal, then the
God of the Bible does not exist. If the God of
the Bible does not exist, then I don’t believe in
God. It was really that simple. ... I had to learn
how to be a non-Christian. There was a lot of
sort of angst in that. Here I am now, 26 years
old, 27 ... and I've been pretty much a Christian
all that time. A serious Christian. ... So I had to
kind of learn this new worldview ... there was a
lot of angst and frustration — but that didn’t last
long. ... I worship freedom now instead of God.

For another example, consider Beatrice, who lives in
Seattle and is 39 years old. Beatrice was raised Cath-
olic, but today, she identifies as an atheist. She can
readily explain what started this transition:

When I was about 13 or 14, my mom was diag-
nosed with breast cancer ... then, you know,
within a year of that she passed away. So, I was
16 and my brother and sister like 14 and 13.1
remember being very confused and very angry
with God and not understanding how this could
happen and how could ... you know, I talked
to him like, ‘What did I do wrong?” Why would
God take her away from us? ... Why this pain-
ful kind of thing? I would say that’s when my
faith started to kind of ... I started to question
my faith. ... The day that she passed away, of
course, our priest ... he came to talk to us and I
remember specifically not buying in to what he
was saying of like trying to answer our ques-
tions of why she died. He said something like,
‘Well, she was in pain and now she’s no longer
in pain and she’s in a better place’ and this and
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that. I sort of just remember going, ‘Ahh, I don’t
quite buy this’

From Linda, aged 38, and a part-time journalist in
San Diego:

So then I decide to go to Whitworth College. It
is a Presbyterian school ... up in Washington

... and I started to observe that, in general, not
across the board, but — Christians were way
more judgmental and annoying and narrow-
minded and tunnel-visioned and dull than non-
Christians. And it just became very apparent to
me that something’s wrong here if this religion
that professes to teach kindness and goodness
and concern and care for others and generos-
ity ... how come it is that the people who are
not Christians are displaying those things more
than the Christians who are supposed to abide
in that belief system? So that started getting to
me. It started bothering me. Then I would say, if
I had to pinpoint a turning-point ... I was tak-
ing two classes side by side — one was a world
religions class and one was a history of non-vio-
lence class. And I just learned so much. It’s like,
well, there’s all these different religions, why and
how and how dare Christians say we are it — the
way, the truth, the light — we're the only way

to go, everything else youre damned? I just ...
suddenly that did not compute anymore. It just
didn’t compute. In the history of non-violence
class, I think it was more than just Gandhi, but
it was studying Gandbhi that really shifted me.
Because again, he’s not a Christian, and look at
the good in the world that he did and look at his
values and how he treated people. I just could
no longer say Christianity had the answers ...
which was very scary to me to think along those
lines... and it took me a long time, a l-o-n-g
time to be able to comfortably think and accept
and say that I am not a Christian. It took a
l-0-n-g time.

Nathan, Beatrice, and Linda each had quite a lot
more to say about their rejection of religion - but
for the sake of space, I can't include their extended
comments. And the three of them are quite typical of
American apostates: they have a lot to say as they re-
count their rejection of religion. Thus, for most secu-
lar Americans, apostasy is a dramatic, significant ex-
perience, while for most secular Scandinavians, it is
hardly memorable, and of little personal significance.

|



Opinions about religion
A second noteworthy difference between Scandi-
navian seculars and American seculars is that the
former generally have an indifferent or even mildly
positive opinion of religion, while the latter tend to
have a decidedly negative, critical opinion of religion.

When I asked secular Scandinavians about their
opinions on religion, most had little to say and what
they did say tended to be fairly benign. Even some-
what positive. While certainly not religious them-
selves, they still tend to think that religion is OK.
Nice. Fine. Good. They think the church buildings
are beautiful and peaceful, and they can appreciate
them as venerable architectural symbols of their cul-
tural and religious heritage. They think the church
services at Christmas and Easter are cosy. They think
that most pastors are kind, thoughtful, and decent
men and women. They see religion - at least the
Scandinavian Lutheran brand of religion - as basic-
ally a harmless, innocuous enterprise that even does
a bit of good now and then. As for religious people
who do believe in God? Well, that’s fine for them. Be-
low are some typical illustrations of this fairly non-
judgmental, non-critical orientation.

Rasmus is a 32-year-old chemical researcher at
the University of Copenhagen. As he explained:

I don’t believe in God ... but I've got nothing
against religion. I think religion can be very
comforting. It can be good for many people ...
in some modest or reasonable way - I'm sup-
porting that. I can’t believe myself, but ... yeah.
It's OK.

Trine is in her 40s, lives in Aarhus, and works as a
trade journalist for the Danish dairy industry. She is
a non-believer, but doesn’t mind at all if others are:

I’'m not repulsed by religion as such. It just
doesn’t have any meaning to me.

Lasse is a 25-year-old medical student from Angel-
holm:

I don’t know anyone in Sweden, except my aunt,
who believes in the Bible. And I know hundreds
of people - hardly anyone believes the Bible.
And maybe a bit more sort of believe in God.
But most of my friends are atheists. Definitely

- one hundred per cent. But they still respect
those believing. And - you know - it doesn’t
matter that much.

12

Niels is a 79-year-old retired engineer from Copen-
hagen. When I asked him if he believed in God, he
said no, but immediately qualified it by expressing his
positive view of Christianity:

I don’t believe that there is a man with a beard
up there, but I think the Ten Commandments,
they are a kind of nice rules for living ... how to
treat other people.

Patrick is a 26-year-old submarine officer from Goth-
enburg. He does not believe in God, and yet has only
nice things to say about religion:

I never got to believing in God or anything
like that. Unfortunately, I wish I did because

it might help me sometimes, but I never did. I
don't find any religious bones in my body. But I
do find church a real nice place to go.

Thus, for the majority of Danes and Swedes, reli-
gion simply isn’t something that they cared to bother
with, let alone criticise or condemn. Religion is like
a tropical fish - nice, even cute, and certainly not
threatening or worrisome.

In contrast, most non-religious Americans read-
ily express much more negative, critical attitudes
towards religion. For many of them, religion can be
a bit of a problem. And they can tell you why. For
some, religion harms the world by spreading false,
delusional beliefs. For others, it has too much power
in the political process, or it retards the educational
system. And furthermore, religious people are mis-
guided - or worse. Although certainly not all non-
religious Americans harbour such negative views
of religion and religious people, many do. They are
critical of specific religious beliefs which they regard
as silly or deluded; they are critical of religious people
whom they regard as misguided, hypocritical, or in-
tolerant, and they tend to look back on the religion of
their childhood in a decidedly negative light.

Donald is 37 years old and lives in southern Cali-
fornia, where he works as an assistant librarian:

I don’t respect religious believers. Pity might
be too strong. But I do think ... ‘boy, that’s a
very limited life and a very limited way to look
at the world and it doesn’t engender positive,
you know, outcomes. I think that’s the big-
gest thing for me, is that Christianity tends to
produce people who are xenophobic, who are
... just tight-assed [laughs], you know, to be
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sort of glib. Yeah, so I think that’s where I'm at
with that ... one thing that drives me nuts that
religious people claim all the time is that you
can’t be good or you can’'t know what is good.
Jim did this to me when we were at the church.
He claimed that you ‘cannot know good unless
you know God’. I think it’s exactly the opposite.
That you cannot possibly be good if youre be-
ing good because you don’t want to suffer the
eternal punishment. I think that framework
just fucks people up completely ... so how do

I regard Christians now? I think mostly the
way I regard them is with a little bit of anger
that they could sort of misuse, in my estima-
tion, the sort of fake authority that they claim.
But beyond that, I think, to me there is a real
sadness that I feel for people that are trapped
in that because, for one thing because I was in
that world so deeply. Now that I'm out of it, I
see that I'm actually a much more loving, caring
person and it’s not love based on like, you know,
some feigned concern about an immortal soul,
but just like, hey we're all human beings ... that
kind of sort of fellowship, brotherhood.

Atheist billboard in the USA.

Aisha is 27, of Bangladeshi origin, and lives in San
Francisco. She is a graduate student, studying history.
She was raised Muslim, but rejected it when she was
20. Today, she is an atheist, and her feelings about re-
ligion are, like Donald’s, decidedly negative:

of it and that’s why I feel a great sense of relief.
... Yeah, and I also wanted to mention that ever
since I've let go of religion, I think I've be-
come so much more tolerant of different social

I realise that I'm getting into this whole anti-
religion thing. I don’t know if my friends like
this, but whenever I'm hanging out with them,
I'm constantly talking about it ... how religion
is hurting people, how people are so intolerant
when they’re so religious, and so on. I mean, I
am pro-abortion, I'm pro-homosexuality, and
I participate in the parades and everything. ...
When people ask me, I tell them I'm atheist.
tell them why and things like that - there were
just so many unanswered questions. I wouldn't
understand why if there was a God, why there

groups.

I asked Aisha how she feels about other women who
are believing Muslims:

Before I used to kind of just let it go and tolerate
them and say it’s their choice. But it’s not their
choice. Their family is brainwashing them, the
religious community is brainwashing them.

Bill, aged 26, is in law school in New York. Here is
how he talks about the period immediately after he
stopped believing in Christianity:

would be so much suffering among the most in-
nocent and the most poorest people, you know?
I must tell you when I let go of religion, one
thing I felt was relief. I feel a profound sense of
relief. I don’t have any more unanswered ques-
tions. I know there’s science to explain it and
everything makes sense to me now. I can just
live my life knowing I have control of my life.
There is no afterlife. This is it, make the most
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— A lot of anger came out. It was just good to get
all that out and have peace and to not be mad

at religious people any more and to not feel the
urge when I talk to someone who is religious to
just shoot them down with my newfound logic
and reason and to dismantle their faith. Because
obviously they didn’t have the answers, they
hadn’t thought through the things I had thought
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through so how easy would it be to bully them
and to say that ‘youre wrong’ and make them
really question things. I felt malicious in that, I
had a lot of anger so I think it was good with my
friend Barney just to get this stuff out for years.
- What were you angry about?

— I feel like I was lied to. I feel like I was too
young to be making decisions that I feel like
were made for me - I was mad at my parents,
really mad at my mom for keeping me from ...
who knows how different I would be today or
who knows what path I would have gone down?
I was just pretty pissed. ... I was, like, I've been
taken, you know?

Jason, ageaged 26, from Texas finds himself having to
defend his secularity a lot at work:

It’s getting into stupid debates about God
[laughs]. Because you can't fight with some
people. You can't rationally say stuft about
things. ... The worst people I have encoun-
tered, in my experience, the worst people I have
encountered were these God-on-a-high-horse
ideals or born-again Christians. There’s three in
particular that are all born-again. But they - I
hate talking to them because there’s no - you
can’t argue with them. ... I just want to strangle
them sometimes ... like ‘get it through your
head!” The other thing is ... well, I work at a
high school where 75 per cent are Hispanic and
most of the population is Catholic there — and
then teaching evolution. I always get very scared
because I work in one of the biology classes ...
and I always get very scared about what I can
say and what I can’t say about evolution. ...
That’s probably one of the worst parts, I feel like
I have to tiptoe around people in our society
that do believe in God because automatically if
you don't believe in God ... then you must be a
sinner. That may not be the case, but I feel that’s
how I'm perceived in some circumstances. So I
feel like I have to tiptoe around!

From Nicole, aged 30, and a legal secretary in a small
town outside of Los Angeles:

I see these fundamental Christians, the Mor-
mons, these Muslims, I just ... I think how sad
that they’re so influenced by what people say
and their convictions and they don’t even think
to question the simplest things. They take it lit-
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erally and, I mean, I find it really sad ... they’re
very sheltered, very suppressed and not seeing
the world for its full potential ... and I feel liber-
ated because I feel I have the truth now.

Sarah, aged 41, is from Ohio. She is in law school. She
was raised a Jehovah’s Witness, but is now an atheist:

Jehovah’s Witnesses believe that demons are
absolutely real ... they believe that Satan the
devil is real ... they believe that the demons are
real ... They believe that because there’s no hell,
they actually believe that these fallen angels,
these demons ... which are the demon hoard of
Satan the devil, reside here upon earth. That’s a
very important point. They believe that Satan
the devil is the current ruler of this earth, of this
physical earth, and that demons and Satan the
devil reside here upon earth. That’s important
because that’s basically their fountain of fear
in terms of exerting control over the Jehovah’s
Witnesses. ... As a kid, I absolutely believed it. I
absolutely believed it. ... So as a child - believ-
ing that there were demons all around me, that
at any time could attack me, could hurt me,
could play with my mind ... I lived in a world
where there was a demon around every corner
ready, willing and able to attack me. So that is
horrifying. It’s like living in, you know, a horror
movie. It’s like living in a war-zone. ... So it’s
pretty intense. ... I still get overwhelmed by
fear still sometimes, especially in the middle of
the night, and I will be absolutely terrified of
demons.

For many secular Americans, religion is not like a
tropical fish; it is not nice or cute or pleasant. Rather,
it is more like a shark — something malevolent.

Thus, non-religious Americans are much more
likely to be anti-religious than non-religious Scandi-
navians, as the above selections from various inter-
views illustrates.

Agnosticism vs. atheism

Most non-religious Scandinavians as well as most
non-religious Americans would certainly not say
‘yes’ if asked if they believe in God. But whereas most
secular Americans are much more likely to say ‘no’
to that question with a definitive surety, most secular
Scandinavians would lean more towards a hesitant
‘T don’t know’. In other words, most secular Ameri-
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cans are more likely to be convinced atheists, where-
as most secular Scandinavians are more likely to be
lukewarm agnostics (Riis 1994).

A significant proportion of Scandinavians con-
sider themselves to be secular - in fact, approximate-
ly 50 per cent of Swedes described themselves as such
(Luchau 2010, Ahlin 2005). And yet, non-religious
Scandinavians are generally skeptical of the actual
designation ‘atheist’ (Warmind 2005). They see it as
too convinced, too sure, too strong, too angry. As one
Danish man, Jeppe, aged 72, said to me, ‘an atheist is
a professional hater of God’ Jeppe does not believe in
God himself, and yet he doesn't like ‘atheists, and he
wouldn’t identify himself as one.

Furthermore, most Scandinavians who don’t nec-
essarily believe in God, are also simultaneously un-
comfortable denying the possibility of God outright.
After all, one can’t be sure, right? The most common
type of response that I got during my interviews from
Scandinavians - when I directly asked people about
their belief in God - was a sort of agnosticism by de-
fault, or agnosticism as an afterthought. That is, while
most non-religious Scandinavians baulk at the God
question - they definitely won’t say ‘yes, but they also
won't offer a definitive ‘no.

When I asked Morten, a Dane from Aarhus, aged
55, is he believes in God, he replied:

Uh-h-h ... I don't know. I don't know if ... well
... T haven't had ... I don't think I have experi-

enced God, especially. But at the other hand, I
have also ... if everything is just a matter of—if
everything is just by chance, well, then, there
may be something. But I don’t know what it is
and I haven’t an idea of what would be.

From Pia, from Stockholm, aged 33, and her belief
in God:

— That’s a difficult question. [laughter] I don’t
know, I don’'t know.

— When you were young, did you believe in
God, or were you always like this?

- I think I was always like this.

— Just not quite sure?

- Yeah [nervous laugh].

From Kirsten, aged 46, from Kage, a vice-principal at
a public school, concerning God:

I don't really think so much about it. So I
wouldn’t know right now how to define it. But

I believe in something. ... Well ... there’s more
between heaven and earth ... you know? And
there’s more than I can understand, but I don’t
think it’s a big father sitting up in the sky watch-
ing us and helping us, or whatever. But there’s
something ... maybe ... I don’t know.

Graveyard in Aarhus, Denmark.
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From Sven, a 69-year-old doctor from Malmé. Does
he believe in God?

Oh, that is a difficult question, because you
must make a definition what is God, and the
God as it is described in the Christian church, I
have very difficulties to believe that ... I mean,
you can say that there’s a big bang, where the
whole thing started, okay, I can understand. But
it’s difficult to really grasp what happened. Then
what was before big bang? And what created the
big bang? And I don’t know, I have no answer
for that and science cannot give me an answer
... I must admit that there are some things I
don’t know and cannot understand ... an atheist
is a person that denies God, and I ... I cannot
say that I deny God, because I cannot say 'm
sure that there was not a God. So I would say
I'm quite indifferent on this position.

From Peter, a 21-year-old Swedish medical student,
living in Odense:

I'm into science and I believe that everything
is created by science - so that God created the
world in seven days and stuff like that, I don’t
believe in that. But I believe there is something
that maybe controls our minds or something,
but I can’t put my finger on it and say what it is
... but probably something.

From Iben, a 47-year-old programme manager at a
telecommunications company in Aarhus. Does she
believe in God?

- I believe in something bigger than me, but I
don’t know what it is.

- But if you had to check a box ‘do you believe
in God?’ - would you choose yes or no or -
what would you check?

— The third one ... I don’t know. [laughter]

From Ingrid, a 39-year-old chemical engineer from
Stockholm:

I wouldn’t say I'm religious. I'm probably a bit
like most Swedish people, I hope that there is
something, but it doesn't really interest me. And
I really don't think there is something, but every
time I say that I don’t think there is something,
I always feel a bit bad about it because what if
there is and then I lied and you’ll be mad at me.
[laughter]
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As the above interview excerpts indicate, many secu-
lar Scandinavians are reluctant to define themselves
as atheists and to outright deny the possibility of God
existing. Many prefer to say that they just don’t know,
or that opinions about the existence of God must re-
main uncertain, or that perhaps there is ‘something’
out there between heaven and earth, but who can say?
This stated belief in ‘something’ rather than God, per
se, has also been found in the research of Ina Rosen
(2009). And according to Hans Raun Iversen', a
common Danish orientation concerning God is per-
haps something best characterised as ‘agnostic deism.
Of course, I did interview a few convinced atheists
in Denmark and Sweden, but they were in a distinct
minority.

In contrast, many secular Americans are much
more likely to express an atheist position and even
self-label themselves as atheists. Consider Henry,
who is 41, and a computer programmer from Orange
County. How does he define himself?

Explicit, outspoken atheist ... and I understand
what the word means. 'm not afraid of the word
and it perfectly describes what ’'m not, which

is a believer in any God or gods ... I remember
at one point saying Tm an atheist and I don’t
believe this’ and I rejected it. I actually felt good
about everything because I remember think-
ing that scientific stuff made a lot more sense
without religion being a constant conflict. It was
really quick for me.

From Greg a newspaper editor, aged 33, from Ohio:

Im definitely an atheist. 'm just now, I suppose,
getting over the bitter ex-Christian ... 'm just
kind of happy being an atheist ... Yeah, I've got-
ten past the being angry at anyone who wants to
proselytise now. I take a little more sympathetic
approach. For a while there I was extremely
angry at anyone who would attempt to convince
me that I had gone wrong at some point.

From Rita, aged 30, and a secretary in Los Angeles:
I'm an atheist. A strong atheist. I don’t believe
in any kind of supernatural anything. ... I think
that there’s coincidences that happen. ... Every
once in a while something will be skewed or
whatever - like, weird things happen - people

1 From email correspondence on 13 October 2011.
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Phil with family and friends, Samsg, Denmark.

get sick all of a sudden for no reason that were
normally healthy. People get well all of a sudden
that were normally really sick. I just think that
things just happen sometimes and maybe we
don’t know why, but it’s not anything to do with
God or Jesus or anything like that.

From Ian, aged 45, an anthropology professor from
Maryland:

I would check the atheist box with only a
glimmer of reluctance, maybe. I mean, I spent
a while calling myself agnostic just because I
thought to say you were atheist was hubristic.
But now I pretty happily say that I'm atheist.

From Tammy, aged 53, an IT employee from Los An-
geles:

I'm definitely an atheist. I mean, I'm a scien-
tist. I've got my degree in biology. I've got my
Master’s degrees in information systems and in
psychology. So the basis for my understanding
of things is reason. I just ... it wasn’t reasonable
to think that an omniscient, omnipotent power
would create such a flawed universe.

From Azamat, aged 23, in college in Texas:
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I am definitely passionate about being an athe-
ist. ... Actually, I don’t refer to ‘God’ anymore.
... I refer to it as “Your shit god’ When I'm
talking to somebody. ‘Your shit god. Because it’s
not my god. It’s their god. So, your. And he’s not
a good god. You always hear an adjective that
describes god as like ‘great’ or ‘almighty’ No. I
want to use an adjective that represents how I
really feel about the subject, which is “Your shit
god’

From Stacy, aged 31, a legal assistant from Portland:

I don't believe in God and I have absolutely no
faith whatsoever and I'm convinced by science.
... I would definitely describe myself as an
atheist ... and no one will be able to convince
me otherwise unless a light from above comes
down and speaks directly in my face and tells
me how it is. Because who’s for sure? How do
they know? Like, no one knows what happens
after you die, so no one has the right to tell me
... because they’ve never died and come back.
But I would describe myself as an atheist, a non-
believer.

As the above interview excerpts reveal, the very
‘flavour’ of American secularity is quite different
from that found in Scandinavia. First, non-religious
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Americans are much more articulate about their re-
jection of religion, and see it as a major transition
in their lives, whereas most non-religious Scandi-
navians don’t give it much thought, and see their loss
of faith a something fairly mundane. Secondly, most
non-religious Americans are much more critical of
religion - and religious people — whereas most non-
religious Scandinavians exhibit a much more laid
back, non-judgmental, and even sometimes positive
view of religion and religious people. And finally,
many non-religious Americans are much more likely
to express a convinced atheistic orientation, and even
self-label as atheists, whereas many non-religious
Scandinavians are much more likely to express a
non-committal, open-minded agnostic orientation.

Conclusion: accounting for the differences

But how might we account for and explain these
differences? Surely there is no single, obvious an-
swer. Widespread or common attitudes, opinions,
and worldviews within specific cultures never have
simple or solitary explanations, and their sources are
inevitably multiple, varied, historical, and often un-
knowable. But, while acknowledging just how hard it
is to accurately explain people’s attitudes and beliefs,

* Beliefin God " pelief in spirit or force ® Mo belief in God or spirit

I will not avoid an attempt. I conclude this paper by
hazarding some possibilities.

First off, nearly all of the above differences be-
tween secular Americans and secular Scandinavians
can be partly explained by the fact that religion is
much more widespread and pervasive in the USA than
it is in Scandinavia. In the United States, religion is
constantly broadcast on the television and radio;
politicians wear their religion on their sleeves, funda-
mentalism is alive and well, Biblical literalism is prev-
alent, sports events begin with prayers, children must
recite a prayer-like declaration which includes a ref-
erence to God every morning in every public school,
the military is heavily Christianised, and so on. Faith
in God and church attendance are far higher in the
USA than in nearly all other Western democracies
(Inglehart et al. 2004, Putnam & Campbell 2010,
Berger et al. 2008). In stark contrast, religion is rela-
tively weak, subdued, and marginal in Scandinavia
(Zuckerman 2009, 2008). Hans Raun Iversen (2006)
specifically designates Danes and Swedes as ‘the most
secular people in the world. Many others agree (for
example, Jenkins 2011, Palm & Trost 2000). Accord-
ing to a 2005 Eurobarometer survey, only 31 per cent
of Danes and 23 per cent of Swedes said they believe
there is a God. Indeed, Denmark and Sweden have
the lowest rates of church at-
tendance in the world, the low-
est rates of acceptance of stand-
ard Christian beliefs such as
the literal resurrection of Jesus
or the existence of heaven and
hell (see Liichau 2010, Bonde-
son 2003, Inglehart et al. 2004),
religious fundamentalists are
few and far between, religion is
not trumpeted or championed
by politicians, and faith in God
tends to be a very personal, very
quiet thing - not something
made public. Thus, I would ar-
gue that because religion is so
widespread and public in the
United States, while it is so weak
and personal in Scandinavia,
this helps account for the differ-
ent flavours of secularity we find
in each society.

Eurobarometer poll from 2005.
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When religion is widespread in a given culture, as
itis in the USA, rejecting religion (apostasy) will be a
much bigger deal than when religion is weak. When
religion is pervasive in a given culture, as it is in the
USA, those who are not religious are apt to be more
defensive, and hence more judgmental and critical
- whereas if religion is marginal, as it is in Scandi-
navia, then those who are not religious can ignore it.
They can even find it nice, if not a bit quaint. Thus,
secularity can have a reactive manifestation as well
as a non-reactive or passive manifestation. American
secularity is much more reactive, and hence stronger,
more oppositional, more atheistic, and more negative
in its flavour. Scandinavian secularity is non-reac-
tive, and hence fairly gentle, agnostic, and mundane.
American secularity is often against religion, while
Scandinavian secularity just is. As Hans Raun Iversen
(2006) argues, in contemporary Denmark there is no
real social pressure to be religious, and thus no real
reason to be against religion. Again, the situation is
very different in the USA, where there is often exten-
sive social pressure to be religious. American seculars
are therefore still in large part dancing with religion -
even as they reject or critique it. They are still dealing
with it, and so their secularity is much sharper, more
defined, and indeed, harder. In contrast, Scandinavia
seculars aren’t really dancing with religion, because
religion itself isn’t dancing much, or demanding their
attention. It is rather sitting on the side of the dance-
floor, sipping punch, and talking to the old ladies.
Thus, Scandinavians are doing other things. They’re
not obsessing about religion, or worrying about it,
or critiquing it. Scandinavian secularity is thus much
more benign, and fairly soft in style and tone. Scandi-
navians are not anti-religious, but rather, in the ana-
lysis of Peter Liichau (2010) mentioned earlier, they
are simply ‘a-religious.

Related to the above is the fact that religion has
much more power in American society than in Scandi-
navian society. For example, in the United States, reli-
gious people actively work to limit women’s reproduc-
tive rights and to restrict the rights of homosexuals
in America. Religious people actively fight to limit
the teaching of evolution in public schools. Religious
people are also actively involved in government at all
levels, from local city councils up to the White House.
Lobbyists for religion are strong and numerous. Ad-
ditionally, religion is directly equated with morality
in the United States, and thus non-religious individ-
uals are stereotyped as being amoral or immoral; sur-
veys report that atheists are the least-liked minority
group in America (Edgell et al. 2006). None of these
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facts holds true in Scandinavia, where religion has
very little political sway; non-religious people are not
maligned or mistrusted, and the church is not at the
pervasive centre of most people’s social lives (Iversen
1997). Given these different socio-cultural realities,
it makes sense that non-religious people in the USA
will be much more defensive and critical about reli-
gion than their counterparts in Scandinavia (Bagg &
Voas 2010).

Another factor helps account for the differences
in secularity found in the United States and Scandi-
navia, has to do with differing general cultural styles -
specifically, the cultural propensity to be more open,
confident, and forceful about one’s opinions in the
United States, compared to the cultural propensity
to be less open, more humble, and less aggressive
about one’s opinions in Scandinavia. While these are
of course gross generalizations, bordering on stereo-
types, I do believe that Americans, on average, are
socialised to be more confident about their opinions,
and to share them with force and surety, whereas I
believe that Scandinavians, on average, are social-
ized to not ‘stick out’ too much, to not act as if they
‘know everything’ - in short, to avoid being boorish
or loud-mouthed. While there are always exceptions,
most Scandinavians are simply more reserved and
reticent than most Americans. Ake Daun (2004) con-
firms my observations, noting the tendency towards
taciturnity among Scandinavians, especially Swedes.
These generalised differences in cultural mentalities
or social styles helps to explain, at least in part, why
most secular Americans have more to say about reli-
gion, are apt to be more critical of it, and can be more
long-winded on the matter than their Scandinavian
counterparts.

More possibilities certainly exist. But the main
goal of this paper has simply been to argue that athe-
ism and secularity come in a variety of styles, tones,
and orientations — and this variety is surely linked
to the social-cultural environment in which atheism
and secularity manifest themselves. B
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