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chapter 5

Gender and Atheism: Paradoxes, Contradictions, 
and an Agenda for Future Research

Landon Schnabel 1, Matthew Facciani, Ariel Sincoff-Yedid, and  
Lori Fazzino.

While once a dominant paradigm in the sociology of religion, secularization 
theory gave way to work on pluralism, globalization, multiple modernities, and 
intercultural phenomena. Following recent social change and growing secu-
larization in some contexts, however, more sociologists of religion are now ad-
dressing atheism. The empirical research addressing gender is still limited and 
theoretical synthesis of the available evidence is even rarer. This paper, there-
fore, will cover what research is available on gender and atheism, focusing pri-
marily on the United States, but situating the American experience within a 
global context. Because of the limited availability of research on gender and 
atheism, we will also incorporate our own original research on the topic.

Scholars of religion know there is a gender imbalance among atheists, with 
men much more likely than women to be atheists. This imbalance is likely a con-
tributing factor to popular discussions that have accused atheism – and secular-
ism more generally – of a sexism problem. This paper will cover the available 
literature on gender and atheism, focusing on the paradoxes and contradictions 
of equality and inequality in secular communities: although typically more lib-
eral than the religious on many social issues, the nonreligious are not immune 
to misleading assumptions about gender or sexist thoughts and actions. Of par-
ticular interest to us is why, in contradiction to the assertions of some atheists 
leaders, the absence of religion does not spontaneously produce equality. Be-
cause the empirical literature is far from complete, this paper will of necessity 
be an agenda setting treatment that highlights the need for more research.

We will first discuss the gender gap in religion and atheism. Then we will 
cover the contradictions of inequality and equality within secular communi-
ties and discourse, focusing primarily on the u.s. Next, we will provide a brief 
discussion of gender and atheism outside the u.s. We will then discuss how 
epistemology, language, and knowledge help to situate the paradoxes and 

1 Direct correspondence to Landon Schnabel, Department of Sociology, Indiana University, 
744 Ballantine Hall, 1020 E. Kirkwood Ave., Bloomington, in 47405. Email: lpschnab@indiana 
.edu.
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 contradictions covered in the chapter. Finally, we will close with directions for 
future research and concluding thoughts.

 The Gender Gap in Religiosity and Atheism

Even though the nonreligious tend to have more liberal gender attitudes (Sch-
nabel 2016 Hunsberger and Altemeyer 2006; Stinson et al. 2013) and the pro-
portion of atheists and agnostics in a country is associated with greater gender 
equality (Schnabel Forthcoming), women are less likely than men to be nonre-
ligious and, comparatively, even less likely to identify as atheists.

Although not a universal phenomenon, women being more religious than 
men is one of the most consistent findings in the sociology of religion (Hast-
ings and Lindsay 2013; Luckmann 1967; Miller and Hoffmann 1995; Miller and 
Stark 2002; Roth and Kroll 2007; Schnabel 2015; Stark 2002; Trzebiatowska and 
Bruce 2012; de Vaus and McAllister 1987). The other side of the equation is that 
men tend to be less religious than women, and men make up a disproportion-
ate number of those who have no religious affiliation and those who do not 
believe in a god or gods. Figure 1 uses data from the 2014 u.s. General Social 
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Figure 1 Gender gaps in affiliation with Christian denominations and in being religiously 
unaffiliated
Source: 2014 General Social Survey
N=2,507
Note: Cases were equalized by gender for comparison. Non-Christian religious 
 affiliations not shown.
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Survey to show that, among the respondents to this nationally-representative 
survey, men make up 58% of those with no religious affiliation whereas wom-
en only make up 42% of the unaffiliated.

Figure 2 demonstrates that the gender gaps in beliefs about whether there 
is a god are much larger than the religious affiliation gap. In fact, men make 
up almost three-quarters of the atheists in the United States. So, clearly, if we 
just think about numbers of people who are nonreligious and/or do not be-
lieve in any god or gods, men dominate secularism in the United States, as they 
also do in many other countries. Secular communities often argue that religion 
produces inequalities and marginalizes women, but within American atheism 
women are not far from being “tokens” by the standard proportion of 15% for a 
strongly skewed sex ratio (Kanter 1977).2

 Not Sexist, But Sexist: Four Contradictions

Being a woman and being an atheist are both devalued identities. Many people 
think sexism is a thing of the past, but it has simply become less hostile and 

2 New Pew (2015) data does suggest that the growth rate of secular women may now be on par 
with that of men.
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Source: 2014 General Social Survey
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Note: Cases were equalized by gender for comparison.
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obvious (Swim et al. 1995). The embeddedness of cultural beliefs contributes to 
the persistence of sexism within social interactions and institutions (Ridgeway 
and Correll 2004; Ridgeway 2011; Risman 2004). Maintaining and contesting 
the existing set of social arrangements around gender extends into cyberspace. 
New media provides virtual “free spaces” that allow both secular and feminist 
activists to raise awareness about their causes to a global online audience. 
These spaces, however, have also proved to be a holdout of old-style hostile 
sexism and uncensored gender norm policing (see Futrell and Simi 2004 for a 
detailed discussion of virtual free spaces). Armentor-Cota (2010) notes that the 
same tactics used to control women offline – such as sexualization, silencing, 
and threatening sexual violence – are also used online. Sexism in the secular 
community has been documented in both online and offline spaces.

In highly religious contexts such as the United States where being religious 
is the norm, atheists experience marginalization from friends and family, and 
are subject to prejudice from the society at large (Edgell, Gerteis, and Hart-
mann 2006). The more devalued identities a person has, the more cumulative 
disadvantage s/he faces (Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach 2008). Therefore, from an 
intersectional perspective, men – especially white, heterosexual,  cisgendered, 
able-bodied, Western men – can more easily sustain the loss of status that 
comes with affirming an atheist identity (Miller 2013). Moreover, because 
Christianity is viewed as more feminine and atheism as more masculine, men 
who embrace a non-religious identity are less likely to face gender norm polic-
ing than are atheist women (Trzebiatowska and Bruce 2012). Recent findings 
on perceived anti-atheist discrimination indicate that the cost of “coming out” 
as atheist may be too high for women: a positive, albeit moderate, relationship 
exists between perceived discrimination and both the strength and openness 
of secular identities (Hammer et al. 2012).

The research literature on gender and atheism is growing rapidly, but it is 
still a newer field of study with less research than other fields within the sociol-
ogy of religion and the sociology of gender. In this section, therefore, we draw 
on both previous research and original ethnographic data to explore gendered 
beliefs, interactions, and contradictions within atheist communities. In the 
ethnographic research that helps inform our discussion, field notes and inter-
view transcripts were supplemented with a purposive sample of textual data 
collected from well-known atheist activist blogs, online new media, and popu-
lar atheist literature. The data were collected and analyzed according to the 
precepts of grounded theory, using a constant comparative method  (Barney 
and Strauss 1967; Charmaz 2006). Our synthesis of the previous research and 
original findings problematize science as a totalizing metanarrative, and dem-
onstrate how atheism and religion operate in similar ways to perpetuate gender 
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inequality and reinforce essentialist gender norms. We situate secularism and 
gender in the context of a larger socio-historical legacy of patriarchy (Kettell 
2013; Miller 2013), and, in doing so, push forward the literature on gender and 
atheism – an area of inquiry that is underdeveloped within the sociology of 
religion.

 The Patriarchal and Contradictory Nature of New Atheism
New Atheist ideology labels religions as patriarchal and inherently harmful to 
women, and claims that atheism is therefore better for women.3 Yet, the lack 
of racial/ethnic and gender diversity within New Atheism has been cited as a 
substantial problem for the movement.4 The lack of women in atheist groups 
appears paradoxical, but is less surprising in light of another paradox – the 
patriarchal nature of New Atheism. Regardless of the type of event or its loca-
tion, cisgender men consistently outnumber cisgender women and queer- and 
transfolk, and the racial composition is predominantly white. Our observa-
tions in the field have been consistent with Miller’s (2013) rich discussion on 
the embeddedness of patriarchal systems in the absence of religion.

 Contradiction 1: The Patriarchal Nature of Religion Still Affects 
Atheists Despite Their Lack of Faith

Religious belief has been known to play a role in prejudice for quite some time 
(Allport and Ross 1967; Rokeach 1960). Strong religious believers tend to value 
the societal status quo including more traditional gender roles, which facili-
tates sexist attitudes towards women (Mikołajczak and Pietrzak 2014). The 
dominance and prevalence of religious ideologies in Western history allows for 
religious ideas to spread into secular spaces and influence nonbelievers (Ray 
2009). Even atheists who were never religious are still exposed to cultural mes-
sages shaped by religious history.

Not only can atheists internalize sexist beliefs from their cultures, but  
their emphasis on science can also foster sexism. Religion has historically 

3 Patriarchy is a system of institutionalized power that privileges men over women, and New 
Atheism is the label given to a recent atheist movement centered around the writings of 
Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, Christopher Hitchens, and Daniel Dennett (Cimino and Smith 
2011; Pigliucci 2013; Smith and Cimino 2012).

4 Based on the personal involvement and/or ethnographic research of two of the authors on 
the New Atheist movement (Fazzino and Facciani), we can say this critique has merit. In ad-
dition to spending the past three years in the field with a local nontheist groups, one of the 
authors (Fazzino) is frequently asked to speak about her research at atheist conferences and 
for different secular groups across the country (Fazzino, Borer, and Haq 2014; Fazzino 2014). 
Another author (Facciani) also speaks at atheist gatherings, often focusing on gender issues.



For use by the Author only | © 2016 Koninklijke Brill NV

Schnabel et al.80

<UN>

 constructed rules for dealing with human sexuality, which are often sexist and 
repressive (Foucault 1990). More recently, science came to dictate what type of 
sexual attitudes were normal as people went to psychiatrists for “confession” 
and were told what was acceptable and what was deviant. In short, science 
took over the job religion had previously done in defining what was appropri-
ate sex, and while in some ways it was more freeing, science perpetuated some 
aspects of the sexual repression that religion had promoted (e.g., homosexual-
ity being categorized as a mental illness, hysteria being viewed by psychiatrists 
as an exclusively female disease, and the medicalization of pms) (Figert 1996; 
Foucault 1990; Kirk and Kutchins 1992; Seidman 2010). Similar to the scientific 
justifications for heteronormativity, scientific explanations continue to be used 
by some atheists to justify sexist attitudes. In the next sections, we will further 
discuss how atheists draw upon particular scientific narratives to support gen-
der essentialism.

 Contradiction 2: Atheism is Better for Women, But is Not 
Women-Friendly

Characterized by its strident critique of religion and aggressive anti-theistic 
rhetoric, as well as its valorization of objectivist science as the supreme epis-
temic authority, New Atheism is both a political ideology and the unapologetic 
branch of the secular movement (Kettell 2013; Stephen LeDrew 2013a, 2013b). 
With the emergence of New Atheism in 2006, prominent figures including 
Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris, and the late Christopher Hitch-
ens became the public faces of atheism and are generally regarded as the lead-
ers of the New Atheist movement. As affluent, educated, white, able-bodied, 
Western men, Dawkins et al. are representational exemplars of their constitu-
ents. Analyses conducted by Cragun (2015) demonstrate that New Atheists are 
very likely to be affluent, educated, white males, which dovetails with the par-
ticular materialist and objectivist ideologies held by many nontheists.

The tenets of modern science – such as rationality, objectivity, and value 
neutrality – all reflect “masculine” traits. Moreover, women have a histori-
cal legacy of exclusion from the ranks of professional science (Hamlin 2014), 
which is illustrated by gender disparities in stem fields (Blickenstaff 2005). At 
the core of New Atheism is a belief in scientism (Cragun 2015; LeDrew 2012; 
Stephen LeDrew 2013a; Pigliucci 2013): science is not just a method of inquiry, 
but is the method of inquiry and all valid knowledge comes through official 
scientific channels. The scientism promoted by New Atheism, however, is a 
particular kind that downplays social scientific epistemologies in favor of so-
ciobiology and aims to replace democratic politics with scientific authority 
(LeDrew 2012; Stephen LeDrew 2013a). As one of the authors (Fazzino) has 
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observed in her ethnographic research on the secular community, scientism 
directly impacts gendered interactions within secular groups, and appears to 
hinder women’s continued participation in such groups.

 Contradiction 3: New Atheists Openly Discredit Theological Bases 
for Sexism, But Invoke Scientific Bases for Sexism

Hitchens, Harris, and Dawkins’ views on gender arrangements have received 
little attention by scholars, despite each of them making explicitly sexist pub-
lic statements on several occasions (Dennett, the fourth “horseman of the 
atheist apocalypse,” speaks with more tact). None of these prominent figures 
of New Atheism have expertise in the social sciences or gender theory and 
hold misconceptions about gender, yet they speak as authorities on the sub-
ject within the secular community. As noted by Miller (2013), atheism does 
not have a theological basis for sexism, but it often uses science as a basis for 
sexism. For example, Hitchens asserted in a widely-read Vanity Fair article that 
“women aren’t funny” because of evolutionary processes, and that women are 
biologically driven to be full-time mothers (Pollitt 2011). Hitchens’ latter idea 
is supported by a discussion about the “fundamental nature of maleness and 
femaleness” in Dawkins’ best-selling book The Selfish Gene (Dawkins 1976:140).

Similarly, Harris has publicly stated his belief that comfort with aggres-
sion and critical thinking are essentially male traits. He has thus argued that 
atheism is less appealing to women because women cannot handle the move-
ment’s approach, and rather than saying that the movement should be less 
aggressive, the problem is with women’s desire for kindness (Harris 2014). Ac-
cording to Silver et al.’s (2014) typology of nonbelief, some of the New Atheist 
leaders fit the description for antagonistic “anti-theists”: aggressive, dogmatic, 
assertive, (potentially) narcissistic, and religiously intolerant (Hunsberger and 
Altemeyer 2006; Jordan-Young and Rumiati 2012). The sexist beliefs, rooted in 
quasi-science, commonly expressed by leading atheist public figures contrib-
ute to the persistence of gender essentialist assumptions within New Atheism 
(Hassall and Bushfield 2014). As revealed in Fazzino’s observations of atheist 
gatherings, the gender beliefs and communication styles of New Atheist lead-
ers are emulated by many participants in the movement.

 Contradiction 4: Atheists Support Gender Equality…and Misogyny
A series of controversial events, now known as “Elevatorgate,” that transpired 
between militant atheist Richard Dawkins and Skepchick founder Rebecca 
 Watson provide a vivid illustration of the darker side of secular gender rela-
tions. At the 2011 World Atheist Convention, Watson spoke about the experi-
ences of many nontheist women who report feeling sexually objectified by 
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atheist men when attending events. After the panel, conference attendees so-
cialized at the hotel bar until 4:00 am when Watson announced she was ready 
to retire to her room. A man broke away from the group and entered the eleva-
tor with Watson, extending an invitation for her to join him in his hotel room 
for coffee, which she declined. The nature of the interaction left Watson feel-
ing sexualized. In a Skepchick vlog posted a few weeks after the event, Watson 
(2011a) recounted this interaction and simply said, “Guys, don’t do that.” She 
calmly explained how this incident exemplified what she had just discussed on 
the panel at the convention, and suggested that a decline in sexual harassment 
might attract more women to local groups.

As a result, Watson received an outpouring of misogynistic Internet hate 
mail threatening physical and sexual violence. Contributing to the sexist back-
lash against Watson, Richard Dawkins, who had been on the same panel as 
Watson at the convention, penned a satirical letter to a hypothetical “Mus-
lima.” This Islamophobic and sexist letter trivialized Watson’s experience by 
telling “Muslima” to “stop whining” about genital mutilation, intimate partner 
abuse, and the threat of death by stoning and to “grow up, or at least grow a 
thicker skin” (Watson 2011b). Watson and other women who speak out against 
sexism in the atheist community are often vilified on the Internet by secular-
ists, both men and women. It is now Watson, not Dawkins, who is blamed for 
the Elevatorgate controversy and related schisms in the secular movement.

Although a self-proclaimed “passionate feminist,” Dawkins has a well- 
documented history of misogynistic comments on Twitter and other plat-
forms. These comments tend to be rooted in a legacy of race, class, and gender 
privilege, and, because of Dawkins’ status in the secular community, have seri-
ous implications (see Lee 2014). Not long after Dawkins’ letter to “Muslima” 
went viral, a man on Twitter tweeted a comment stating that he would assault 
Watson given the opportunity to be alone in an elevator with her. Such direct 
threats against atheist women, as well as other allegations of sexual harass-
ment experienced at the hands of atheists, demonstrate the need for sexual 
harassment policies at atheist conferences. Yet, when Watson brought threats 
against herself to the attention of conference organizers, they refused to ban 
from conference attendance the man who had made direct threats against her 
(Watson 2012).

The higher profile examples are supported by results from the American 
Secular Census (American-Secular-Census 2013), which has found that secu-
lar women are less likely than men to be involved in the secular movement, 
in part because of bad experiences with groups, people, or events; the words 
and actions of other people in the secular movement; and, tellingly, unwanted 
advances by other participants. The census also shows that women are much 
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more likely to be former participants in the secular movement because of the 
same problematic social experiences within secular groups.

The absence of religion does not automatically lead to equality. Instead, cul-
tural norms contribute to a re-inscription of social inequalities in new settings. 
Furthermore, the re-inscription of sexist ideologies is not only implicitly ac-
cepted, but explicitly endorsed by atheism’s public figures when they promote 
sexist beliefs. Therefore, not only is atheism made up of more men than wom-
en, viewed as more masculine than feminine, and open to adopting traditional 
gender norms from the larger society, but its leaders are aggressive and tend 
to demonstrate intellectual arrogance by presenting themselves as experts on 
topics outside their areas of study. It is not surprising, therefore, that atheism 
is not free of the gender problems of traditional, belief-based religious groups, 
nor the leaders of atheism free of the same potential to reinforce privilege and 
express arrogance held by other religious leaders. Just as concerted efforts are 
required within religious communities for equality to be achieved, concerted 
efforts will be required within atheist communities for equality to be achieved.

 Feminist Atheism

The atheist community is rapidly developing and attempts are being made to 
rectify its sexism problem. Women in stem fields have benefitted from female-
friendly stem spaces (Welde and Laursen 2011), and atheism seems to be fol-
lowing suit: the obvious gender imbalance (Brewster 2013; Mahlamäki 2012) in 
atheism has prompted the creation of several female atheist spaces. As these 
types of female-atheist-friendly spaces develop, it may make women feel more 
comfortable with the secular movement.

Change is possible and already happening, but the very epistemology of 
New Atheism poses challenges given that it is rooted in scientific rather than 
humanistic approaches to nontheism (LeDrew 2012). So far, the secular com-
munity has elevated those with expertise in the physical sciences and philoso-
phy while neglecting those with social science backgrounds. Although atheism 
in general may be associated with more egalitarian values (Zuckerman 2007), 
there are still relatively few male atheist leaders who are vocal about gender 
equality. Moreover, the atheist community continues to celebrate leaders 
who aggressively attack religion (Dawkins 2006; Harris 2006; Hitchens 2007) 
and emphasize traditionally masculine traits, which may make some women 
feel less accepted in the atheist community and culture (Brewster 2013). The 
American Humanist Association (aha 2015) has emphasized social justice and 
inclusion for all groups, but some argue its attempts have been  superficial, 
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illustrated by leadership positions within the organization still being filled 
disproportionately by white men. In reaction to the perceived need for more 
equality and diversity, Secular Woman (Secular-Woman 2015) and Atheism 
Plus (Carrier 2013) were created by and for women and other marginalized 
groups within the secular community. These groups are more strategic in their 
push for equality than the larger American Humanist Association and more 
likely to criticize the larger secular movement.

In addition to the formation of explicitly feminist spaces, the increasing 
diversity of atheist speakers at conferences and events has also helped am-
plify the voices of women and people of color within the movement (Hassall 
and Bushfield 2014). Moreover, additional pro-feminist and interfaith lead-
ers and approaches have arisen recently (Stedman 2012), including the for-
mer Seventh- day Adventist pastor Ryan Bell who, motivated in large part by 
a passion for social justice, tried what became known as “A Year without God” 
(Streeter 2014). Bell illustrates what could be labeled a primarily humanistic, 
rather than a primarily scientific, humanism (LeDrew 2012), and could signal 
a shift to there being more leaders in the atheist community concerned with 
doing right over thinking right.

In addition to developments that are already addressing the sexism problem 
in atheism, we have research-based suggestions that could further ameliorate 
the sexism problem. If women, persons of color, social scientists, and gender 
or sts scholars were to become as prominent in the New Atheist movement 
as the white, male, physical scientists, the movement would be better able to 
problematize the privilege and poor science used to justify sexism within their 
community. In addition to bringing in broader and more diverse voices into the 
community, New Atheism could further deal with its sexism problem by get-
ting more feminist men involved with working for equality: previous research 
suggests that men are more likely to support feminism when exposed to posi-
tive portrayals of feminist men (Wiley et al. 2013) and when directly exposed to 
the discrimination women face (Stinson et al. 2013). Atheists are aware of the 
religious discrimination they face (Cragun et al. 2012), so atheist feminists may 
find it effective to explain the similarities between gender discrimination and 
religious discrimination.

As the atheism movement continues to become more diverse (Hassall and 
Bushfield 2014), we expect that a variety of activist approaches will continue to 
emerge, including more atheists who openly support social justice (Stedman 
2012; Streeter 2014). We are hopeful that a combination of spaces for atheist 
women, atheist women speaking out about their experiences, and atheist men 
openly supporting feminism will reduce sexism in the atheist community in 
the future.
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 Gender and Atheism Worldwide

So far we have focused, of necessity, primarily on issues of gender and atheism 
in the u.s. and the West more generally. Scholarship on atheism outside the 
United States has grown, but remains more limited than work focusing on the 
u.s. The outside-the-u.s. literature focuses primarily on atheism and gender 
within Europe, with fewer discussions of atheism and gender in Asia, Africa, 
the Middle East, and Latin America. Beyond the United States and Europe, the 
literature focuses more on secularization and secularism than atheism specifi-
cally, and more on demographics than on gender processes. The distinction be-
tween the absence of religion in secular communities and the stated rejection 
of belief in a deity within atheism is a critical difference to note – it speaks to 
how we understand the lack of religion in different parts of the world. Further-
more, what we see in the literature is that gender is not considered as a lens of 
analysis in much of the global atheism research.

Keysar and Navarro-Rivera (2013) note that atheists are generally young, 
disproportionately male, educated, and likely live in Northern Europe,  Japan, 
and current/former communist countries. Roughly seven percent of the 
global population identifies as non-believers. Using the 2008 International 
Social Survey Programme (issp), they found that the countries with low to 
moderate percentages of non-believers include South Africa, Ireland, Ukraine, 
 Japan, Uruguay, Latvia, the United Kingdom, New Zealand, Norway, and South 
 Korea. Countries with a higher percentage of non-believers included France, 
Germany, and the Czech Republic. They noted that the gender gap in religios-
ity extended globally, though not universally, and also distinguished between 
identification as an atheist versus an agnostic. Furseth (2010) associated the 
gender gap in belief with women’s greater involvement in family and life cycle  
events. Brewster (2013) examined and critiqued theories that attempted to  
explain the gender gap in atheism, including gender socialization and struc-
tural location theories, personality theories, and risk preference and related 
evolutionary theories. She outlined previous research to suggest that, rather 
than rejecting religion wholesale, women may be more adaptive with their  
religious beliefs or may challenge aspects of religious structures while remain-
ing within the movements. Brewster (2013) contended that women’s resistance 
to atheism may also be due to the proportion of men who identify as atheists, 
and, as we discussed above, the qualities of the men who have become leaders 
in the organized movement.

Again, scholarship on atheist communities has focused largely on the Unit-
ed States and Europe. Cotter (2015) reconsidered atheism and non-religiosity 
in his study of Scottish university students, finding five “types” of atheists and 
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arguing for the use of archetypal categories rather than dimensions of non-
religion. Although he cites both male and female participants in his discussion 
of the data, he did not, however, consider how gender may affect participants’ 
attitudes and beliefs. While Catto and Eccles (2013) sought to achieve a gender 
balance among interviewees in their qualitative study of young atheists in Brit-
ain, they too did not address how gender may affect participants’ concepts of, 
and relationships to, belief and belonging. In Society Without God, Zuckerman 
(2008) documented high levels of non-belief in God in Denmark and Sweden, 
though some cultural affiliation with religion was still evident. He addressed 
national gender equality measures, and noted participants’ two references to 
gender explicitly, but did not engage in substantive gender analysis of his inter-
viewees’ experiences and ideas. Mahlamaki (2012) examined gender and athe-
ism in Finland, and her work stands out for its demonstrable attention to gen-
der as an analytic category. She considered various explanations for the gender 
gap in religiosity, including education, socialization, and gender identity and 
expression (i.e., masculinity and femininity).

Moving beyond the studies focused on Europe, Eller (2010) examined athe-
ism and secularity in the Arab world, but focused largely on the history of secu-
larism rather than atheist belief and practice. Schielke (2013) noted a linguistic 
and practical history of concepts of atheism in Islam, though not identical in 
terminological meaning to current English conceptions. Gendered aspects of 
non-belief in the Islamic world, however, are only discussed in relation to the 
marital statuses of Egyptian interviewees. Quack (2013) addressed the orga-
nized atheist movement and social activism in India, but only briefly men-
tioned gender in his discussion of one social activist group’s emphasis on gen-
der equality. In discussions of atheism and secularity in Japan, Roemer (2010) 
only notes gendered demographic differences in identifications with atheism, 
and Whylly (2013) also does not substantively address gender in her discus-
sion of Japan. Greater scholarly attention to the varieties of atheist and non-
religious belief outside the United States and Western Europe, and how gender 
substantively factors into the dynamics of belief, identity, and group member-
ship, is needed to expand our understandings of the realities of non-theistic 
belief and practice around the world.5

5 Although a strong, oft-cited volume on atheism and secularity around the world, Zucker-
man’s edited volume of Atheism and Secularity on global expressions does not cite gender 
once in its index. This is just one example of the lack of attention to gender in global litera-
ture on these topics.
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 Epistemology and Knowledge

Feminist considerations of epistemology and intersectionality are critical in 
the study of gender and atheism. However, the relationship between feminist 
epistemologies and religion remains underdeveloped in the literature, includ-
ing any extended consideration of religion, non-religion, and atheism in rela-
tion to one another.

Feminist methods of knowledge production, though long existent, expand-
ed theoretically as a result of the growing feminist movement in the 1960s and 
1970s. Alternative epistemologies were developed in the 1970s and 1980s in re-
sponse to perceived limitations on who could produce knowledge. Scholars 
such as Harding (1988, 2004), Hartsock (1988), and Smith (1990) developed 
standpoint theory, which challenged dominant masculinist and positivist epis-
temologies that treated women and other oppressed groups as the objects, not 
the authors, of such knowledge, and did not allow members of these groups 
to produce knowledge about their own identities and experiences. Through 
the development of Marxian thought and other liberation movements in the 
1960s and 1970s, “race, ethnicity-based, anti-imperial, and Queer social justice 
movements routinely produce[d] standpoint themes” that situated research 
within the experiences of the people writing it (Harding 2004:3). The concept 
of standpoint itself, though in reality a collective achievement, not an identity 
position, has been criticized for its white, middle class origins and emphases.

Simultaneously, scholarship addressing the intersections of gender, race, 
and class emerged. Though it called attention to multiple intersecting forms 
of oppression (Collins 2000; Combahee-River-Collective 1982; Lorde 1984), the 
earlier literature did not substantively address religion as an interlocking cat-
egory of identity and oppression. Feminist knowledge production at the inter-
section of identities was focused on gender, sexuality, race, and class. Following 
the earlier scholarship discussing these interlocking identities, intersectional-
ity theory, introduced by Crenshaw (1991), contended that the multiple identi-
ties an individual holds act multiply and simultaneously to construct a self. 
Religion still was not substantively addressed in the early literature that fol-
lowed Crenshaw’s formal introduction of this theory of intersecting identities. 
The absence of religion was also evident in West and Fenstermaker’s (1995) 
seminal article on “doing difference” at the intersections of race, class, and 
gender. Carbado (2013) argues, however, that the emergence of intersectional-
ity from within Black feminist thought does not mean that the theory cannot 
or should not be extended to other identities. Furthermore, religion has not 
been cultivated as an analytic within the field of gender studies in the same 
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ways that gender, race, and class have been (Collins 2000; Scott 1986). This de- 
emphasis of religion has occurred for a variety of reasons within scholarship 
on identities, with the perception of religion as broadly patriarchal among 
them (Mahlamäki 2012:62). Germane to the topic of this chapter, intersection-
ality scholarship often focuses primarily on ascriptive identity categories, and 
does not often address belief identity categories, such as political identities 
and religious identities.

As noted briefly above, there has been a dearth of attention to the intersec-
tions of identities both within the non-religious movement and in the litera-
ture on the intersections of religion and other identities. As Miller (2013) notes, 
the non-religious movement in America has historically been, and continues 
to be, dominated by white men, despite the strong activism of women and 
African-Americans. More broadly, Weber (2015) argues for the importance of 
integrating religion within intersectional research in European feminist schol-
arship. Irby (2014) contends that sociologists ought to place further focus on 
the lens of gender to understand how religion and gender intersect as social 
institutions, particularly in the study of conservative religions.

Although feminist epistemologies and intersectionality literature have 
proliferated in the 25 years since the theory’s introduction, the incorpora-
tion of religion into the analysis of multiply constituting identities is more 
recent. The recognition of religious identity remains a new and necessary 
facet of the scholarship on identities, and there is scant attention to non-
religiosity and atheism in the literature on the nexus of gender and religion. 
Much of the intersectional literature on gender and religion focuses on the 
religious resurgence around the world in the past forty years, and the focus 
is primarily on the intersection with religion, not non-religion. Sociological 
research incorporating religion as intersectional identity is limited, but in-
cludes Read and Eagle (2014) on Arab American women’s employment and 
education. Silvestri (2011) argues that scholarship must extend beyond the 
study of organized religious practice to the study of individual enactments of 
faith, drawing on her research with European Muslim women; she contends 
that we must study non-organized expressions of Islam and religion more 
broadly. The limited scholarship on religion within intersectional identity 
also reflects the lack of focus on non-religion and atheism as intersectional 
identities despite the fact that atheists can face more prejudice than people 
with other devalued identities, such as those based on race and sexuality 
(Edgell et al. 2006).

Smiet (2015) notes the complexity of the study of religion and secularism 
within feminist scholarship, and contends that our understanding of this 
relationship needs to be further developed. More attention to religion as an 
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 intersectional identity – both in the practice of religion and in its abnegation – 
is needed to explore fully the possibilities and lived realities of religious and 
non-religious beliefs and identities.

 An Agenda for Future Research

Our proposed agenda for future research in the study of gender and atheism 
includes three main foci: demographics, methodologies, and feminist consid-
erations. More comprehensive survey data on the make-up of the atheist com-
munity are needed, particularly in the United States. The American Secular 
Census focuses on this population, but the self-selection of the survey’s sample 
means it is not representative. The growing proportion of nonreligious peo-
ple in the United States means that there will be more nonreligious people 
in general surveys, such as the General Social Survey, but atheists still make 
up a relatively small portion of the religiously unaffiliated. Further nationally 
representative surveys are needed to more fully understand the varieties of 
non-belief, non-practice, and secular and atheist identifications across demo-
graphic lines. Data that allow for detailed examinations of secularists will help 
scholars of atheism and non-religion understand how and why the organized 
atheism movement operates in certain ways that may reinforce unequal beliefs 
and representation. Moreover, specific measures on movement participation 
are needed to explore the intersections of atheism, technology, and media to 
enhance our understanding of whether there are notable differences between 
atheists who only participate in the community online, those who participate 
in person, and those who do not believe in any god or gods but do not partici-
pate in the movement.6

Representative online panels that allow scholars to focus on a particular 
subsample (such as those who are nonreligious) may provide an effective way 
to research secularists. GfK (formerly Knowledge Networks) is one example 
of an online panel that could be leveraged to study a population-based repre-
sentative sample of nonreligious people. Recruiting atheists through atheist 
groups and organizations would also be effective for recruitment, but would 
produce a biased selection of atheists active in the movement. An affordable, 

6 The secular community is a loosely connected group of atheists who attend conferences, 
events, and meetings while also engage in activism through writing, television, debates, and 
politics. There are still many atheists who are not meaningfully connected to the larger com-
munity, but we do not know much about their opinions of the movement and why they are 
not involved.
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though not representative, option for studying the nonreligious is Amazon 
Mechanical Turk (MTurk), which commonly produces samples in which half 
the respondents identify as religiously unaffiliated. MTurk is a crowd-sourcing 
website that has become popular among social scientists for recruiting experi-
ment participants. The site allows researchers to connect with individuals who 
are interested in completing short research tasks and tends to capture more 
demographically diverse samples compared to the traditional university-based 
lab setting.

One of the authors (Schnabel) has recently conducted experimental re-
search on gender and atheism using MTurk. Preliminary analyses for a project 
still in development suggest that someone described as Christian in a vignette 
is viewed as more feminine and less masculine, and someone described as an 
atheist is viewed as more masculine and less feminine. Being an atheist, there-
fore, may be less socially risky for men than for women because being more 
masculine and less feminine is encouraged in men and discouraged in women.

Greater attention to research methodologies and methodological concerns 
is also critical for the study of gender and atheism. As we have noted, the un-
even demographic distribution of both non-believers and the organized athe-
ist movement has been well established in previous research. Atheism’s gender 
bias, however, is not only found within atheist communities, but also among 
those who research them. In an analysis of scholarly articles and books pub-
lished on atheism in the field of sociology, we found that there is approximate-
ly a 2:1 ratio of men to women with respect to authorship, and an even great-
er disparity between men and women regarding number of publications. In 
short, not only are there more men researching atheism in sociology, but they 
are also publishing more often and none have focused their work primarily 
on atheism and gender. Although scholarship focusing on atheism and gender 
may substantively address the inequality and bias found within the movement 
across researcher demographics, diverse representations of scholarly view-
points and orientations would undoubtedly expand our understanding of the 
complex relationship between gender and atheism. Additionally, the study of 
gender and atheism requires more extensive qualitative research on the athe-
ist movement and the broader community of non-believers that is attentive to 
gender, inequality, and bias. Further consideration of selection biases and at-
tention to this methodological question may help to explain why research has 
shown that atheists are more pro-feminist despite the evident sexism within 
the organized movement.

Future research on gender and atheism will also benefit from greater atten-
tion to feminist considerations. Research on gender and atheism should ad-
dress the lack of attention to gender in the extant literature on atheism and 
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non-belief. Much of the international literature in particular does not address 
gender specifically or substantively. Scholarship should also examine gen-
der beyond demographics in order to address fully the inequality and biases 
within the organized atheist movement (and within the research on the topic). 
Concurrently, sociological researchers in these areas should pay greater atten-
tion to varieties of (non)religion and (non)belief, as well as to gender, not just 
as variables but as significant theoretical analytics. Epistemological consider-
ations for future scholarship on gender and atheism include addressing histor-
ical exclusions from the creation of knowledge, including women and people 
of color, and addressing historical and contemporary emphases on scientism, 
logic, and masculinism, both within research and within the organized atheist 
movement. These considerations will focus future scholarship on the difficult 
question of why the absence of hierarchical, essentialist religious structures 
does not necessarily open up a space for greater gender equality or eliminate 
the presence of sexism, bias, and inequality.

 Conclusion

This synthesis of the literature and agenda for future research highlighted par-
adoxes and contradictions in the relationship between gender and atheism. 
Religion has been influenced by a patriarchal history, but so has the secular 
community. Atheism is in some ways better for women and has become more 
diverse over time, but is still male-dominated. Just as religion is not inherently 
and universally sexist or egalitarian, neither is atheism. A simple lack of re-
ligion will not automatically produce equality; instead, intentional action is 
needed to address inequalities. Some atheists, and a few atheist groups, iden-
tify as feminists and are working toward gender egalitarianism, but many of 
the most prominent atheist leaders continue to promote arguably sexist as-
sumptions justified through contested science. The relationship between gen-
der and atheism is complex, and, as we have shown, often paradoxical and con-
tradictory. We have only begun to scratch the surface of this important topic 
and are hopeful that future research will greatly expand what we know about 
gender and atheism.
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