
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Science and Religion in 21st Century America: A Sociological Perspective 

Joseph O. Baker, Ph.D. 
 

Mentor: Christopher D. Bader, Ph.D. 
 

 
This study addresses empirical gaps and theoretical miscalculations in the 

understanding of science, religion, and their connections from a sociological perspective.  

Although this topic has been of great interest to classical and contemporary theorists in 

the social sciences, and has been examined using institutional approaches, there remains a 

dearth of empirical assessments addressing these connections.  Specifically, this study 

explores patterns of belief about both science and religion, as well as their intersection, 

among the contemporary American populace.  In addition to advancing the empirical 

understanding of how science and religion interact in American culture, amendments and 

clarifications to previous theoretical perspectives on these issues are posited.   

The 2007 Baylor Religion Survey offers a national, random sample with an 

extensive selection of quantitative measures of religious attitudes and behaviors, and also 

includes a battery of questions aimed at assessing American attitudes about mainstream 

science.  Among the topics addressed are acceptance of evolution, support for teaching 

creationism in public schools, whether science and religion are incompatible, and 

whether people feel that mainstream scientists are hostile to religious faith.  Before 



delving into the empirical issues at hand, the initial chapter presents an extensive 

reworking of previous theoretical perspectives employed to understand these issues.  The 

measures of attitudes toward issues involving science then serve as the focus in early 

substantive chapters.  The final chapters outline how views of science and religion are 

woven into the broader moral and ideological fabric of American culture and suggest 

future paths of intellectual inquiry. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Theoretical Considerations in the Sociological Study of Science and Religion 
 

Although we know of no study of the comparative coherence of sociological 
research areas, we suspect that the field of religion and science is one of the 
muddiest in all of sociology… It is therefore hard for sociologists to analyze the 
relationship dispassionately because sociology itself was born as a scientific 
alternative to religion  

 
—John Evans & Michael Evans, 2008, p. 88  

 
 

As if there were not enough danger of alienating the potential reader of an 

academic treatise inherent in the nature the project, it can be even more motivationally 

dampening to begin with a theoretical treatment abstracting the issues at hand into the 

argot of the Ivory Tower.  Yet, to examine a topic such as the one chosen here—the 

sociological connections between science and religion—it is imperative to deal with the 

philosophical, theoretical, and ultimately conceptual morass preceding and necessarily 

coloring potential interpretations of such an endeavor.  The underlying assumptions made 

by researchers ultimately become influential in the content and form of the scholastic 

material produced.  This is true of intellectual inquiries generally, but the situation is 

especially acute in the study of how religion and science interact.      

A recent overview of the subject provided by John and Michael Evans (2008) 

suggested that there are so many hidden assumptions embedded in previous theoretical 

treatments of the topic that an in-depth explication of the researcher’s assumptions and 

interests is needed not only to clarify the material to the reader, but also for quality 

control purposes.  Considering this set of circumstances, it is necessary to deal with 



2 

theoretical issues at the outset, laying bare (as much as possible) the assumptions about 

the social world built into this study.  The enticements available to the non-obligated 

readers are clarity and a more thorough and refined understanding of the empirical results 

that follow.     

But before exploring theoretical issues of import for the current study, a brief 

recounting of two stories of flesh-and-blood individuals set in a large Baptist university 

will be informative.  Nothing communicatively illustrates theoretical principles as well as 

concrete examples of actors constitutive of, and influenced by, broader cultural trends.  

The institution that now supports the current research project and the years of study 

necessary to produce it has frequently found itself on the borderlands of contentious 

issues concerning the intersection of science and religion.     

   
Vignettes from Waco, Texas 

 
 In 1920 a professor of sociology at Baylor University named Grove Samuel Dow 

published a book entitled Society and Its Problems: An Introduction to the Principles of 

Sociology, intended as an introductory text to the discipline.  In over 500 pages Dow 

derives a substantial portion of his theoretical framing from Herbert Spencer’s social 

Darwinism perspective, frequently refers to the historical “evolution” of social 

institutions such as the family and religion, and even includes a chapter on “Variation, 

Heredity, and Eugenics.”1   

 Not all those in the University, or especially in the wider Baptist community, 

approved of Dow’s work.  J. Frank Norris—a prominent minister in a large Dallas church 

                                                 
1 Although it was his use of evolutionary principles and frameworks that caused the controversy, 

the book is actually much more objectionable in its treatment of issues of race, but this was not brought out 
as a problem by any of those reviewing the book in top academic journals, or by those who objected to its 
use of evolutionary perspectives as being too “progressive.”  



3 

and a graduate of Baylor as well as a Southern Baptist seminary—sought to eradicate 

what he perceived as the sliding morals of modernism and the undermining influence of 

evolution in higher education (see Ledbetter, 1973).  Norris was affectionately known as 

the Texas Tornado by his loyal followers for his tenacious pursuit of his 

religious/political targets, and he singled out Dow as a primary example of the infiltration 

of infidels into a venerate Baptist institution (Faught, 2006; Shurden, 1995; also Numbers 

& Stephens, 1999).2  For more than two years the minister hounded sociologist, until he 

ultimately wilted under the overtly public pressure.   As the story goes: 

Norris attacked Dow’s ideas concerning the institution of family life as the cause 
for civilization’s advance.  Not only did such ideas support evolution, but to 
Norris they also appeared ridiculous, as everyone knew that Adam and Eve were 
the first family.  Therefore man was never uncivilized.  Although Dow 
vehemently denied he was a modernist or an evolutionist, he resigned his position 
as a result of Norris’s harassment.  The high point of Norris’s efforts came in May 
1923, when his church hosted the annual meeting of the World’s Christian 
Fundamentals Association.  Norris and his followers arranged a “trial” of Texas 
colleges accused of teaching evolution, rationalism, and higher criticism (Webb, 
1994, p. 72).3 

 
In spite of these events, Dow’s book underwent multiple editions and printings, and 

remained a popular text for many years.  

The following political cartoon was taken from Norris’ newsletter The 

Searchlight, which had a readership of over 60,000 at the height of his popularity.  Norris 

not only sought to root out Dow, but other professors accused of teaching evolutionary 

perspectives, and the cartoon graphically displays propaganda insinuating that such views 

would poison the University. 

                                                 
2 It is ironic that Dow’s perceived radical progressivism extended in no way to race, a subject on 

which he was hardly “progressive” in any sense other than touting eugenics.  
 
3 Norris had no trouble getting former students of these colleges to come forth and testify as to 

their slide into modernism and liberalism, assuring symbolic “guilty” verdicts for all the offending 
institutions. 
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Figure 1.1. “The Rattlesnake of Evolution” from The Searchlight, April 13th, 1923. 
(Texas Collection at Baylor University: Courtesy of Ellen Brown) 
 

While these events occurred well over 80 years ago, a more recent occurrence of 

symbolic boundary maintenance offers an insightful counterpoint speaking to the 

continued controversy of these issues, and also pointing to a shift in the ideological 

character of the stances of institutional science in higher education.  
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 In recent years, mathematician turned philosopher William Dembski became one 

of the leading intellectuals behind the “Intelligent Design” movement (Fowler & Kuebler, 

2007; Scott, 2009).  Dembski’s work played a prominent role in the battle over whether 

Intelligent Design constitutes legitimate science, and for a time, this controversy manifest 

itself in then Baylor President Robert Sloan and Dembski’s efforts to create a research 

center designed to study religion and science from the vantage point of ID.  Over the 

course of roughly a year, from March of 1999 to April of 2000, the saga of Dembski’s 

efforts to bring neo-creationism into university research agendas and classrooms played 

out in dramatic fashion. 

 Dembski’s proposal was to make efforts to integrate “faith and science” through 

research and output of what he intended to call the Michael Polanyi Center, which would 

serve as a leader in the inquiry into Intelligent Design.4  As the center was attempting to 

get off the ground, a conference was hosted on the topic of “The Nature of Nature.”  The 

conference drew ire inside the University, as multiple professors in the College of Arts 

and Sciences voiced their concerns about the legitimacy of the enterprise and the 

potential damage that could be done to Baylor’s academic reputation (see Martin, 2000a, 

b, c), a classic example of Gieryn’s (1983, 1999; Gieryn, Blevins, & Zehr, 1985) concept 

of boundary maintenance in institutional science.  Debates and finger-pointing ensued, 

and many of the faculty in various types of science departments began to unify in their 

opposition to the center. 

 Ultimately the faculty senate at Baylor voted 26 to 2 to dissolve the center.  As 

one professor of neuroscience remarked, “I’ve never seen faculty as upset over any issue” 

                                                 
4 Numerous references for this story and its unfolding are available from Dembski’s personal 

website at: http://www.designinference.com/.  
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(McMurtrie, 2000, p. A19).  The tides of influence have shifted in the past 80 years, as 

pressure to remove suspected evolutionists evolved into pressure to keep out avowed 

Intelligent Design proponents.5  These stories are representative of larger shifts in 

institutional power and interpretive communities, to the effect that evolutionary 

perspectives have gained a strong foothold within mainstream science.  Although this 

signals a paradigm shift in the orientation of many in the academic community, even at 

the largest Baptist university in the world, the fact that institutional conflicts regarding 

science and religion continue to be volatile speaks to the deep ambivalence many still feel 

with regard to these issues. 

 Given that the current project is that of a sociologist at this same institution, 

perhaps the need for an airing of a priori assumptions and theoretical housecleaning 

becomes more apparent. 

 
Science and Religion in Sociological Perspective 

 
The connection between the divine or otherworldly and that which is available to 

human perception is an interest with deep philosophical roots.  Branches of philosophy 

concerned with metaphysics explore the general precepts that individuals develop about 

these connections.  As the name itself implies, science has often been a crucial aspect of 

the worldly side of the equation.  Just as routinely, religious precepts play a role as the 

“meta” partner in this dynamic.  These issues of orientation toward the nature of reality 

are then, whether explicitly realized or not, a pre-theoretical foundation for more specific 

ideas about the way the world works.       

                                                 
5 The shift away from strictly religious rhetoric in creationism toward a “more scientific” 

discourse in the movement is also symbolic of the movement of the locus of the debate onto the territory of 
science. 
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More formally, the connection between science and religion has occupied the 

minds of a multitude of social theorists, theologians, scientists, and ordinary people at 

least since the rise of an “early modern” scientific understanding of the world during the 

17th century.6  Since this time, many in academe have speculated on how the 

advancement of a scientific understanding would influence people’s religious views, as 

the once all-encompassing “sacred canopy” became perforated by the myriad forces of 

modernity, including science; or so goes one of the dominant narratives on the issue.  

These connections are generally pondered with regard to the potential compatibility or 

antagonism between the epistemological positions assumed by science and religion as 

ways of knowing (Evans & Evans, 2008).  Some stances maintain the compatibility of 

these ideological heavyweights, while others have staunchly defended the position that 

science and religion are competing views of reality that cannot peaceably coexist.7   

Muddying the waters further are the nuanced positions articulated by intellectuals 

such as Einstein, who is often quoted out of context as supporting whatever position a 

particular advocate may hold, from those espousing an inherent antagonism between 

science and religion (e.g. Konner, 2007), to those offering a viewpoint consistent with 

Intelligent Design approaches (e.g. Stark, 2007).  In actuality, Einstein argued for a 

complex version of compatibility, stating that “science without religion is lame; religion 

without science is blind” ([1930] 1954, p. 45).8  Other middle positions such as deism and 

                                                 
6 See Shapin (1996) for a sociological exploration of “the” scientific revolution, or Kuhn (1962) 

for a theory of how such “revolutions” occur.  Also, Collins (1998) for a thorough overview of the interplay 
between various philosophical positions during this period from a sociological perspective. 

 
7 In recent years Richard Dawkins’ work, exemplified in The Blind Watchmaker (1987) and The 

God Delusion (2006), has become emblematic of such positions. 
 
8 A more extensive quote from Einstein provides more elaboration: “For science can only ascertain 

what is, but not what should be, and outside of its domain value judgments of all kinds remain necessary.  
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“Baconian” science have found favor at various points in intellectual history (see Collins, 

1998).  Currently, academic scientists themselves, one of the only subsets of people who 

have been empirically examined to assess these issues, remain relatively split on whether 

or not they consider themselves religious (Ecklund & Scheitle, 2007; Ecklund, Park, & 

Veliz, 2008).  Additionally, such analyses actually tell us more about science as a social 

institution demarcating itself from other disciplinary pursuits than any inherent epistemic 

issues, as both science and religion are dynamic, multi-faceted enterprises that can hardly 

be accurately portrayed as monolithic, although the conception of science as being such 

remains popular.  

There are manifold reasons to posit that the relationship between science and 

religion is more complex than an inevitable duel between truth claims.  As historians 

have pointed out, religion and science have actually been quite compatible at various 

points throughout history (cf. Eve & Harrold, 1991; Merton, 1970; Numbers, 2006; 

Shapin, 1996; Stark, 2003), until boundary-drawing efforts began to separate religion 

from science in academic fields and higher education (see Gieryn, 1983, 1999; Gieryn et 

al., 1985; Larson, 1997, 2003; Smith, 2003b).  As Randall Collins (1998) states: “science 

is not necessarily theologically problematic and many schools of philosophy can 

incorporate it” (p. 571).  To further complicate an already entangled set of affairs, the 

attitudes of the general public concerning the connection between religion and science 

remain ill understood.  It is crucial then to outline what a sociological perspective on 

issues of science and religion should look like.   

                                                                                                                                                 
Religion on the other hand, deals only with evaluations of human thought and action: it cannot justifiably 
speak of facts and relationships between facts.  According to this interpretation, the well-known conflicts 
between religion and science in the past must all be ascribed to a misapprehension of the situation which 
has been described” ([1930] 1954, p. 45).  
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In short, I will attempt to outline the values assumed and the theoretical positions 

employed prior to empirical analyses, before once again concluding with a more 

philosophical and theoretical discussion of the findings.  In doing so I recognize the 

difficulties in attempting a more “objective” treatment of the topic, as values always lay 

just beneath the surface of claims of objectivity.  While I acknowledge the philosophical 

and theoretical puzzles of an objective/subjective duality, I nevertheless concur with 

Werner Stark ([1958] 1991) that:  

We have said that values precede, and must precede scholarly work; we have not 
said that valuations must assert themselves in and interfere with it… Values 
influence us—and influence us decisively—when we formulate our questions: as 
for the answers, we are obliged, if we want to be honest, to accept them from 
reality as reality gives them; we are free to enter into reality by whatever 
approach-road we choose, but we must always take it as we find it (p. 126-127).  

       
This study is undertaken to address some of the empirical questions concerning 

the ideological connections made between religion and science among Americans, and to 

draw out the theoretical implications of the results.  In doing so, it focuses on the 

symbolic and cultural aspects of the connections made between religion and science by 

people in general, rather than being an institutional analysis; however this work draws 

heavily from institutional studies, and it is often studies of the arrangements and conflicts 

of social institutions that provide the backdrop for assessing many of the issues explored 

here.  Given that explorations of the ideological aspects of these issues in previous social 

scientific studies have frequently fallen into the trap of reiterating the epistemological 

conflict narrative, it is quite fortuitous that quality institutional studies of science and 

religion have preceded the current inquiry.9  Further, consistent with the assumptions 

                                                 
9 Most notable in this regard are the works of Thomas Gieryn, John H. Evans, Amy Binder, and 

Robert Wuthnow.  Concerning the historical connections between science and religion, Ronald Numbers 
and Edward Larson are essential.  
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made about the socially determined nature of ideas outlined in this chapter, it is posited 

that the beliefs of people can influence institutional arrangements, conflicts, and 

connections—and vice versa.      

 Concerning sociological investigations of the cultural and ideological connections 

between science and religion, it is time to move beyond the theoretical impasse that 

develops from the epistemic conflict perspective.10  While many treatments operating 

with institutions as the level of analysis have moved beyond these problems, the study of 

ideological connections has not.  Accordingly, the effort here is made to examine the 

empirical realities of these connections among the American public from an “agnostic” 

point of view, with personal opinions and philosophical preferences bracketed—for the 

time being and inasmuch as it is possible.  I have essentially directed energy toward the 

ideal of objectivity, knowing full well the loaded nature of the term and ultimately the 

unreachable goal this sets.  Still, the sharp dichotomy between subjective and objective is 

false (see Sayer, 2000).  Rather, I simply aim to be more objective, and to explicate rather 

than “preach,” although some perceived preaching is inevitable.  The interpretive position 

of preference is that of the priest rather than the prophet, for the simple reason that this 

discourse is currently vociferous with the clamor of would-be prophets.  

 
Sociologies of Science, Religion, and Knowledge  

 Theories from both the sociology of religion and the sociology of scientific 

knowledge (SSK) provide useful starting points for this study.  In some cases, such as 
                                                                                                                                                 

  
10 In the sociology of religion, this would most notably mean a move into post-secularization 

theorizing, or a serious conceptual revision of secularization as a sociological process rather than a 
byproduct of “modernity.”  This stems from the recognition that the terms and perspectives employed from 
such positions are staunchly intertwined with the conflict narrative (Gorski & Altinordu, 2008).  In its 
stead, theoretical perspectives seeking to explicate the dynamic shifts in religious institutions and persons, 
rather than assuming a linear model, would be most useful.   
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Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) Social Construction of Reality, these theoretical 

enterprises explicitly overlap as explications of religion and knowledge are drawn from 

the same theoretical well.  Overall, the most important theoretical position for advancing 

the present study is that both religion (Berger, 1967; Smith, 2003a) and science (Kuhn, 

1962; Gieryn, 1983, 1999; Gieryn et al., 1985) constitute social constructions, meaning 

that both are cultural products created by the attitudes, actions, and organization of 

people concerning each respective sphere of social life (also see Wuthnow, 1987).   

In spite of the utility of this position, it is important to be wary of straying into an 

adjacent theoretical position where these socially constructed bodies of belief and 

knowledge are seen as mutually exclusive and antagonistic, as has been the trend among 

some theories of secularization (e.g. Berger, 1967; Bruce, 2002; Wilson, 1966).  The 

eloquent arguments advanced by those such as Max Weber that “the fate of our times is 

characterized by rationalization and intellectualization and, above all, by the 

‘disenchantment of the world’” (1946, p. 155), and by Berger that “a sky empty of angels 

becomes open to the intervention of the astronomer, and eventually, of the astronaut” 

(1967, pp. 112-113), only serve to add to the confusion.  These arguments have intuitive 

and lyrical appeal, especially among academics, who—as Berger (1999) would later 

affirm—are disproportionately non-religious compared to the general public (Stark, 1963; 

Ecklund & Scheitle, 2007; Ecklund et al., 2008).  Social scientists are often anxious to 

prove their craft as legitimate pursuits by differentiating themselves from the public at 

large, and religion in particular (Smith, 2003b; Wuthnow, 1985).  It has been noted that 

secularization is as much a doctrine rooted in an Enlightenment vision of progress as it is 

an analytical concept (Hadden, 1987; Swatos & Christiano, 1999), and often the 
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proclamations of conflict between religion and science are rooted in this perspective.  To 

be sure, the popularity of the belief that rain dances can affect the weather has dwindled 

in the modern world (although some might still espouse the efficacy of prayer), but this 

does not necessarily indicate that religious belief will inevitably be overtaken by 

advancing technology, knowledge, and science.   

What such arguments overlook is that, as socially constructed points of view, 

people can alter, evolve, and formulate their understanding of these connections in any 

manner they see fit.  Although scientific views often have material utility, religious 

beliefs frequently offer existential, cognitive, and social utility.  This does not mean that 

the reliance on science and technology in the modern world can be ignored, especially 

since science has attained a hegemonic and legitimating position in knowledge 

production and construction; but it does indicate that although the skies may now be the 

realm of astronauts, this does not necessarily preclude them (and other places) from also 

being the realm of the “super-empirical” or the sacred in the minds of many people.  The 

problem with this line of theorizing about knowledge and religion is evinced by Berger’s 

work in The Sacred Canopy (1967).  The first half of the book, which meticulously and 

poetically outlines the role that religion serves for people through its provision of a 

meaningful cosmology, remains an important and powerful statement of sociological 

theory posited from a phenomenological vantage point.  Meanwhile, the second half of 

the work, which outlines a theory of secularization extrapolating beyond the initial 

theory, has been, along with secularization theory more generally, vigorously critiqued as 

underestimating the potential staying power and flexibility of religion in modernized, 

post-industrial societies (Douglas, 1983; Finke & Stark, 1988; Hadden, 1987; Stark, 
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1999; Stark & Finke, 2000; Warner, 1993).  In an act of clarity and humility often absent 

among prominent scholars, Berger himself has admitted as much and amended his 

previously asserted theoretical position (1999).   

As Evans and Evans (2008) stated, “the epistemological conflict assumption built 

into many sociological analyses has hindered examination of the relationship between 

religion and science by blinding analysts to more subtle empirical possibilities” (p. 88).  

It is important that neither religion nor science be unduly privileged by the theoretical 

constructs employed, but rather that the framework allows for the interpretation of 

multiple positions on science and religion—precisely because people may occupy a 

variety of positions.  As Wuthnow (1981) articulated: “The sense that life is 

meaningful—that there is coherence to existence—can be provided by a single symbol 

system or by symbols drawn from a combination of systems” (p. 27).  If and how science 

and religion are combined as systems of symbols for various groupings of the American 

public is the issue at hand. 

 
Social Constructions 

 
 The idea that religion is socially constructed is not a hotly debated theoretical 

issue among scholars, because religion is understood to encompass an interplay between 

social and psychological factors.  The idea that religion is central in formulating one’s 

worldview (Smith, 2003a) and that religious ideas are reinforced by others through 

practice and ritual (Collins, 2004; Durkheim, [1912] 1995) are relatively uncontroversial 

theoretical assertions.  A more controversial claim is that science is also a social 

construction and rhetorical community, even though its objects of inquiry are empirical 

(Shapin, 1995).  The rhetoric of science used in the presentation of its arguments, 
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positions, and findings is one of objectivity, which constitutes a mainstay of its rhetorical 

power (Brown, 1998; Yearly, 1988); however, a substantial body of literature in 

sociology has sought to shed light on the culturally contingent dimensions of science. 

 Central among insightful studies of science from a sociological viewpoint is 

Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Evolutions (1962).  Going beyond philosophy of science 

proper, Kuhn examines the history of scientific discovery in light of the now famous 

concept of paradigm shifts.  Demonstrating that scientific knowledge is not simply the 

linear, steady accumulation of empirical facts, but rather that findings must always be 

interpreted through a theoretical framework, indicated that social construction within the 

discourse and operation of science was fair game for cultural analysis.  Further, it was 

ripe for study from this perspective.   

 Although advancements in SSK have sometimes proven challenging due to its 

complicated subject matter and constant theoretical in-fighting, it has nevertheless 

provided ample evidence that science has aspects that are culturally constituted and 

maintained (see Shapin, 1995 for an overview).  In the words of Thomas Gieryn, one of 

modern SSK’s most readable and insightful practitioners, “‘Science’ is a cultural space.  

It has no essential or universal qualities” (1999, p. xii).  Working from the position that 

science and religion are cultural productions, it follows that the nature of their 

intersection is the outcome of the various constructions of each position.  

 The sociological study of science and knowledge, similar to that of religion, has a 

distinctive tendency to stray into areas beyond the assessment of cultural attributes, and 

into the realm of epistemological debate.  As with the strategy taken toward theorizing on 

religion that drifted into such disputes, here the aim is simply to highlight the socially 
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determined nature of views about science and leave philosophical debates for others to 

contest.  It bears reiteration that the majority of work within sociology on this topic has 

tended to be abstractly theoretical rather than empirical, or has focused on the 

practitioners of science.  While such studies are worthwhile, we must begin to address the 

fact that: 

…the general public, not being actively involved in maintaining the scientific 
role, can be (as it has in fact been shown to be) more eclectic by combining 
religious and scientific views.  As numerous studies in other areas have 
demonstrated, the average person displays a high capacity for mixing beliefs 
which social scientists have been prone to regard as inconsistent (Wuthnow, 1985, 
p. 198). 

 
 

Weltanschauung 
 
 The concept of weltanschauung or worldview is both powerful and somewhat 

amorphous, as are many theoretical concepts substantially broad in scope.  The word 

itself is taken from a German idea that is central to certain schools of philosophical and 

social thought, especially those examining the social elements of knowledge and 

incorporating phenomenology.  Sociologists drawing heavily on this German school such 

as Max Weber, Georg Simmel, and later Karl Mannheim (among others) gave serious 

consideration to the idea that individuals construct a generalized approach to the world 

based on a combination and synthesis of various types of assumptions and beliefs.  This 

process is understood to occur both explicitly and implicitly.  The connections between 

these schools of thought can be found directly in more modern theoretical perspectives 

posited by thinkers such as Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann.  Within this study an 

analytical distinction will be made that gives priority to the implicit aspects of 

worldviews, or that which forms the unexplored, assumption-based foundation for more 
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explicit beliefs.  As Berger and Luckmann (1966) asserted, worldviews are the most 

effective at maintaining their power when they are so invasive in the mind as to be simply 

assumed and taken-for-granted.   

So what is meant by the term worldview?  Mannheim ([1952] 1993) produced one 

of the most direct explorations of the concept, and his employment of the term oscillates 

between macro and micro levels of analysis.  Most centrally, Mannheim was concerned 

with an overarching manner of thought in a given historical epoch or circumstance, but 

through his exploration of the concept he necessarily steps down to deal with how this 

manner of thinking expresses itself through, and is constitutive of, individual patterns of 

thought.   

Whether such a concept could be a legitimate area of inquiry for the social 

sciences was an especially pertinent question for Mannheim.  He reasoned that if the 

perspectives people take toward the world are generally taken-for-granted—and therefore 

pre-theoretical for those actually employing them—then they would be difficult to access 

through available research methods.  The important point for studying worldviews is that 

while such positions may be difficult to directly assess, they can be examined as latent 

constructs.  In other words, the subjective lenses individuals use in experiencing the 

world can be objectified and explored by the social scientist.  While it remains true that 

“we cannot avoid the impression that the theoretical categories are inadequate and distort 

the authenticity of direct experience upon which they are superimposed” (Mannheim, 

[1952] 1993, p. 142), it also stands to reason that the goal of using the tools of social 

theory and research to render the predominant assumptions employed during a particular 

epoch or among individuals into more understandable and interpretive terms is attainable.  
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Treatment given to worldviews within this study will not erase all questions as to their 

existence or sources, but it will attempt to cast interpretive light and insight from 

sociology onto an empirical assessment of specific beliefs pointing toward underlying 

worldviews.                 

Since the concept of weltanschauung can and does have multiple meanings when 

employed by different theorists, it deserves a measure of clarification in how it will be 

used here.  Put straightforwardly, the concept is intended within this work to refer to the 

total perspective through which an individual perceives the world, including people and 

events, they encounter around them.  This definition actually comes closer to the use of 

the word ideology in Mannheim’s work, which he referred to as “the way of looking at 

things” ([1952] 1993, p. 253), but I find the rhetorical and descriptive power of the term 

worldview more appropriate.  Importantly though, worldview is intended here to 

reference the underlying assumptions that provide the basis for the adoption of more 

articulated views, beliefs, and values in the form of ideology.  One’s worldview remains 

more hidden than explicitly articulated ideologies, and deals with issues such as the 

location of epistemic and moral authority, which underwrites more explicit arguments 

about morality and politics.   

Although this definition seems straightforward, it nonetheless deserves further 

clarification on a couple of fronts.  First, the concept seems intra-individual in that it 

refers to the way a particular person views the world; however, an intra-individual 

understanding is not intended or assumed.  Rather, the construction and maintenance of a 

worldview is assumed to be social in nature.  
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This view of the individual as constructing an operational perspective based on 

interactions with others and the culture she encounters is derived from a long line of 

extant theorizing about the nature of the “self” within sociology (e.g. Berger, 1967; 

Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Burke, 1991; Cooley, 1902; Goffman, 1959; Mead, 1934; 

Schutz, [1932] 1967; Stryker, 1980).  This is one of the principal discoveries of symbolic 

interactional lines of inquiry and must necessarily be kept in mind in order to understand 

the language and perspectives used to interpret the empirical findings presented.  The 

aggregated sums of individual perspectives are taken to be representative of dynamic 

social processes between individuals, their interpretive communities, and the larger social 

system within which they are embedded, and therefore to encompass the impact of 

individual and social factors dynamically interacting with one another.  By using cross-

sectional data, the effort is to take a snapshot of this ongoing and interactive flow in the 

social world, an idea that will be drawn out further in Chapter 2.   

 
Conceptualizing Ideology 

 
 Similar to worldview, the concept of ideology is simultaneously rhetorically 

powerful and ambiguous, but its usage can be even more analytically treacherous because 

of the manner in which the term has been invoked in previous social theorizing and 

public discourse.  “Indeed, it has become customary to begin any discussion of ideology 

with some observation concerning its semantic promiscuity” (Gerring, 1997, p. 957).  

Specifically, ideology has often been used to connote bundles of ideas that are “false” or 

not grounded in “reality,” and are therefore denigrated as existing only in the delusional 

minds of individuals who hold them (see Giddens, 1979; Mannheim, [1952] 1993).  In 

the Marxist lineage, the term refers to a cognitive mirage hindering equality produced by 
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the underlying super-structural economic conditions of social life (Horowitz, 1961; Ritzer 

& Goodman, 2004).  Consequently the concept has been used polemically and 

pejoratively.  

 This is an unfortunate set of circumstances for social theorists, because the term 

translates an important and complex concept into an effective communicable utterance.  

When confronted with a situation where a term has come to be employed in a style too 

ambiguous or loaded with unintended meaning, scholars must choose to forgo the use of 

the term (e.g. Gorski & Altinordu, 2008), or take steps to recover the concept through an 

explicit discussion of what the concept is intended to mean.  Similar to Sewell’s (2005) 

arguments for reclamation of the concept of social structure, I will make an effort to 

outline the intended usage of “ideology,” for the simple reason that synonymic concepts 

appear euphemistic in comparison to the rhetorical leverage of ideology. 

 Most basically, ideology is intended to refer to a set of ideas and beliefs that are 

bundled together, relating to and supporting one another.  This use of the concept follows 

closely to that of Wuthnow (1989), who posits that “[ideology] refers in the present 

context to an identifiable constellation of discourse that in fact stands in some degree of 

articulation with its social context” (p. 16).  The aspect of articulation is central for 

Wuthnow’s perspective of analyzing cultural trends, and here it is crucial in that 

articulation specifies ideas, symbols, or values have been made explicit.   

 This transfer from what is tacitly assumed to what is expressed with regard to a 

belief system is a critical distinction.  As was just discussed, the concept of a worldview 

is important to the current study in that it aims to render meaningful statements about 

trends and tendencies in how contemporary Americans approach the world they 
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encounter.  Worldviews by their very nature defy easy assessment because they consist of 

assumptions about the world that are typically taken-for-granted and therefore remain 

partially hidden from actors’ consciousnesses.  They are the foundational assumptions 

individuals rely on, but are often unaware of.   

 In contrast ideology, as used in this study, is an articulation of a set of beliefs, and 

therefore represents an effort to objectivate ideas into a more explicit exposure.  Of the 

many definitional uses of the term ideology, some social theorists have referred to it as 

having pre-theoretical or subconscious features; however, such understandings are not 

intended in the use of the term here.  Rather, specific attitudes about public policy that 

cluster together under a larger rubric such as the “Religious Right” constitute an 

ideology.  So too does the language of objectivity and proper practices that govern 

scientific endeavors, although there are some theorists who argue that science, properly 

conducted, avoids the problems inherent in other ideologies by getting closer to the “the 

truth” (e.g. Horowitz, 1961).  There are those who would makes similar claims about 

specific religious traditions, and in a very real sense all ideologies must make some claim 

to truth if they are to be persuasive in their presentation.  On the whole it will be more 

beneficial to treat all bundles of ideas as ideologies, although in the end the effort to 

systematically survey and empirically test the issues of interest will make it clear that my 

underlying epistemic allegiances align with the scientific method for the current 

purposes.  No matter, so long as the analytical phase itself is not impeded or colored by 

commitments beyond an attempt to accurately describe and explain.      

Underlying the explicit discourse of ideologies are the pre-theoretical assumptions 

of weltanschauungs.  This distinction between worldviews and ideology follows Putnam 
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(1971) who posits that ideology is “an explicit, consciously held belief system” (p. 655).  

The line drawn delineating worldview from ideology is theoretical in nature and therefore 

at least partially indefinite—always subject to re-articulation or re-definition.  Moreover, 

there are many beliefs and attitudes that exist in the brackish cognitive waters between 

consciousness and unconsciousness.  The distinction is useful for discussing these issues 

in more detail and clarifying thinking and theorizing on the subject.11  

 This usage of the term ideology closely aligns with that of Adorno et al. (1950), 

who specify that ideology refers to: 

An organization of opinions, attitudes, and values—a way of thinking about man 
and society.  We may speak of an individual’s total ideology with respect to 
different areas of social life; politics, economics, religion, minority groups, and so 
forth (p. 2). 

  
 Importantly this use of the term pushes beyond a narrowly political interpretation, 

although political orientations play a central role in ideological formulation and 

maintenance; however, ideologies are not limited to the political sphere.  It is assumed 

that the political will overlap with religious and moral views founded on epistemic 

orientations more generally.  This employment of the term draws insight from Geertz’s 

(1973) observation that ideology offers those who hold it a cognitive conceptual scheme 

through which they understand an ambiguous and complex social world.  And further that 

these schemes offer mutual holders a pathway to a collective understanding of the 

world.12  The empirical assessments conducted here are efforts to directly assess the 

relationship of beliefs, ideas, and morality to one another among the general public, with 

specific emphasis given to science and religion.  These belief systems necessarily hint at 

the latent concept of worldview lying just behind the explicit articulation of ideological 
                                                 

11 See Gerring (1997) for a thorough discussion of the various uses of the concept of ideology. 
12 This usage is similar to Seliger’s (1976), but extends his ideas beyond the political realm. 
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precepts.  Crucial in this connection is the role of authority on moral and political 

attitudes.    

 Ideology and authority are necessarily intertwined, as they offer proscriptions 

about the proper relationship of individuals to one another, the social order, and resources 

that are fundamental for organizing these relationships (Wuthnow, 1987, 1989).  It is 

often this sense of the proper sources of authority that underlies the more overt machinery 

of ideologies.  Therefore, consideration of sources of authority offers a theoretical linkage 

from ideologies to worldviews.  Necessarily, ideologies are embedded in communities of 

discourse.  There are multiple stages and factors in the creation, production, selection, 

maintenance, and institutionalization of ideology.  As Wuthnow (1989) clarified, 

“institutionalization implies that ideas become embedded in concrete communities of 

discourse rather than floating freely in the minds of their inventors” (p. 552).  As a result, 

consideration of cultural context is an important step for assessing ideology, although the 

role of social structure and the distribution of resources cannot be ignored in this process.             

 
The Ideological and the Material 

 
Concerning ideas and material resources in social theory, sociologists typically 

follow the Marxian, or somewhat paradoxically, rational choice tact of explicating 

interests and resources as exclusive causal juggernauts, although some theorists following 

in the lineage of Weber see both materials and ideas as important components of an 

explanatory framework for social phenomena.  At times the debates between the 

representatives of each camp at the polar ends of these issues make it seem as though one 

side must necessarily be elevated in order to trace back the ultimate causality of social 

patterns.  Although unintended, this effectively over-simplifies and reduces the 
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dynamism of human sociality, social structure, and their interactive processes.  It is 

hardly unreasonable to posit that people’s ideas at least partially shape their securing, 

employment, and allocation of resources.  Nor is it unreasonable to assert as Bourdieu 

(1984) does that a person’s access to material resources shapes her ideas about the world.  

On this front Weber remains seminal and more recent theorists such as Sewell (2005) 

have recognized the need for a more complete synthesis of the dissenting sides of this 

debate.   

The beliefs people hold are constituted by, and re-constitutive of, the social 

arrangements at any given temporal, geographic, and social location.  The relationship 

between individual agency and social structure, as well as between ideas and materials, is 

dialectical and reciprocal.  A multitude of social theorists and philosophers have wrestled 

with these issues, either implicitly or explicitly, but the theoretical assumptions here 

follow most closely to the positions articulated by cultural theorists such as Robert 

Wuthnow, Pierre Bourdieu, and William H. Sewell Jr.  

Wuthnow (1987, 1989) contends that ideologies are necessarily socially 

produced, and that because they essentially outline scripts and proscriptions about the 

proper way to live, interact, and organize society they are also tied to, and ultimately 

influential of people’s underlying social and economic interests.  He posits that: 

Ideologies always contain propositions about moral obligations—obligations of 
patrons to clients, of clients to patrons, of members to communities, of citizens to 
states and of state representatives to citizens, of persons to one another in their 
basic dealings (e.g., honesty and integrity), and so on (1987, p. 154). 

 
Because ideological tenets specify the types of relationships between people that are 

deemed appropriate, they necessarily involve the distribution of resources, and will 

therefore often be reflective of social standing and interests.  Similarly Bourdieu’s (1984) 
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concept of habitus assumes that individuals’ opinions and attitudes are constituted by the 

social world they encounter daily, which is strongly influenced by social standing.  These 

theoretical positions can be best understood as a re-incorporation of the idealistic into the 

realm of social theory by way of phenomenology.  More straightforwardly, the 

connection between macro sociology and materialistic interests is related to ideologies 

through influencing the types of experiences individuals have, which in turn shape their 

views of the world. 

 Still, this seems to place too much emphasis on the material (à la Marx), where in 

fact it is fully recognized that: 

Moral obligations themselves bear some relation to the nature of social resources, 
but this relation is not strictly determined by those resources.  Indeed, the role of 
moral obligations in many cases is to anticipate disturbances in social resources 
and to provide for the maintenance of social order in the presence of such 
disturbances (Wuthnow, 1987, p. 155). 

     
Thus: “Ideologies are seldom neutral with respect to the distribution of resources.  Rather 

than merely describing the environment, ideologies specify how social resources should 

be distributed” (Wuthnow, 1989, p. 548).  Ideologies are not simply taken on and then 

passively maintained, they must be actively affirmed through ritual interactions with 

others.  It greatly benefits ideological maintenance, especially the quality of taken-for-

grantedness, if these interactions are with people who hold similar views.     

 For his part, Bourdieu (1984) asserts that by focusing only on either material 

conditions or ideological considerations inquiry necessarily becomes myopic, as it fails to 

grasp their interplay.  He theorizes that “culture is a stake which, like all social stakes, 

simultaneously presupposes and demands that one take part in the game and be taken in 

by it” (p. 250).  Knowledge of, and attitudes toward the social world, morality, and the 
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proper place of human agents within a social system are crucial because they orient and 

guide actions.  Ideological bundles ultimately contribute to the reproduction of the social 

structure from which they are derived.  This approach does not deny the power or force 

of the material elements by subjugating them to the supremacy of ideas (à la Hegel or 

Comte).  Instead this perspective recognizes the constantly recurring interplay between 

the material and the ideological.   

Bourdieu used his concept of habitus to criticize the singular priority given to 

material conditions in the world in previous theorizing about social stratification.  Never 

one to produce pithy prose or ignore reflexivity, Bourdieu (1984) stated that: 

To speak of habitus is to include in the object the knowledge which the agents, 
who are part of the object, have of the object, and the contribution this knowledge 
makes to the reality of the object… [This] means conferring on this knowledge a 
genuinely constitutive power, the very power it is denied when, in the name of an 
objectivist conception of objectivity, one makes common knowledge or 
theoretical knowledge a mere reflection of the real world (p. 467).   

   
The positions of both Wuthnow and Bourdieu are highly compatible with the work of 

Berger and Luckmann (1966) regarding the social construction of reality and the 

reflexive process between social structure and the individual.  The position employed 

regarding the socially constructed nature of beliefs about science and religion is also 

compatible with the theoretical approaches of Wuthnow and Bourdieu.  The previously 

predominant view of epistemological conflict itself leans heavily on the side of 

ideological reductionism, assuming that there must be something about ideas in 

themselves that produces harmony or acrimony.  By assuming that the cultural aspects of 

science and religion (as well the attitudes of people more generally) are social 

constructions related not only to ideas, but also to material interests, some of the 

shortcomings of the epistemic conflict model can be avoided (Smith, 2003b).   
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Sewell (2005) is another contemporary theorist attempting to reconcile the 

reciprocal relationship between ideas and materials, or as he terms it, between cultural 

schemas and social structure.  For Sewell, social structure is produced and reproduced 

through the meaningful action of actors; but actions are only rendered meaningful by 

imposing ideas onto them.  Therefore it follows that the cultural schemas rendering 

actions meaningful serve to orient action and are the product of an ongoing (longitudinal) 

interplay between cultural schemas and social structure.  Sewell highlights that while 

culture and social structure have frequently become separated in sociological theorizing, 

more anthropological accounts seek to account for culture as social structure.  On the 

whole, the ideal and the material are conceptualized here as part of a process so inter-

dependent in human activity that they cannot be fully separated from one another without 

detriment to theoretical accuracy.  Both are fundamental components of social processes.  

“In sum although culture is regularly contrasted to social structure, set in opposition to 

materialism, and treated as subjective, internal malleable and contingent, it is a mistake to 

perpetuate these contrasts” (Hays, 1994, p. 69-70).     

Therefore it is assumed that the relationship between ideas and material resources 

is reflexive, dialectical, and dynamic—a constantly flowing stream of influence and 

reciprocation between the two.  Within this study the focus is frequently on ideology as it 

pertains to attitudes and beliefs about science and religion.  Often the explanatory 

framework posits that the ideas being examined are directly impacted by the material and 

social circumstances within which individuals find themselves.  Drawing on the work of 

Werner Stark’s ([1958] 1991) sociology of knowledge, I assume that: 

Social life as a process is given direction by certain guiding values which emerge 
as dominant in the living interplay of individual and group volitions and strivings, 
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and it is these same values that constitute the axiological system by which… the 
world-view of the society concerned, and also, notwithstanding a large allowance 
for deviations from the norm, the world-view of its individual members, is made 
what it happens to be (p. 244).   

     
The simplest way to state the position assumed concerning the ideational and the 

material is that they influence one another; however, a slight causal emphasis is 

frequently given to the material, with the full acknowledgement that the ideational can act 

back on the material roots from which it emanates.  It is important to bear in mind that 

the type of methodological tools utilized here cannot speak the subjective experiences 

people have.  It is impossible to know how circumstances are actually being perceived or 

understood by individuals themselves.  Yet it stands to reason that there should be 

evident patterns based on similar social circumstances, such that we can better understand 

constellations of belief by examining the social factors impacting them.  By no means is 

it assumed that social factors are all that matter, only that they have something to 

contribute to the exploration and understanding of the patterning of ideological 

distributions in a given population.    

 These are the general assumptions made regarding the relationship between the 

ideological and the material.  Although such topics are too complicated to be fully 

resolved or explicated here, it is vital to orient the forthcoming interpretations of 

empirical data within their intended theoretical and conceptual frameworks.  Some 

misinterpretation of intent or language is inevitable, but this fails to lessen the impetus for 

trying to reduce its impact on effective communication. 
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Structure and Agency: Theorizing Distal and Proximal Impacts 
 
A discussion of social structure flows directly out of the preceding exploration of the 

ideal and the material.  Social structure provides one of the most pervasive and 

powerful, yet vague, concepts in social theorizing (Porpora, 1989; Sewell, 1992, 2005).  

Although social structure is a ubiquitous and unavoidable concept, there are dangers of 

reductionism in connecting the macro patternings of society to the individuals who 

comprise its constitution.  The concept of “structure suggests a set of internally related 

elements whose causal powers, when combined, are emergent from those of their 

constituents” (Sayer, 2000, p. 14).  I suggest that social structure is a useful concept, but 

one that should be subdivided into stratified levels.  As Archer (1998) stated, what is 

needed in theorizing about structure “is a system of designating the ‘point of contact’ 

between human agency and social structure” (p. 371, italics in original).  That is the task 

that will be undertaken in this brief discussion of social structure.  Similar to the 

preceding section, the goal is to sketch an outline of the assumptions made about social 

structure and human agency.   

 Randall Collins (1975, 1981) posits that social structure is fundamentally the sum 

total of face-to-face interactions that, on the aggregate, create macro trends of abstraction, 

which get labeled as social structure.  This account is consistent with the behavioral 

tradition of Homans (1975) and rational choice approaches that are dominant in modern 

economics, and have also made their way into sociology.  Such an approach, in its 

hardline deductive forms, often takes the form of a version of methodological 

individualism, wherein it is assumed that broader trends must be traced back to 

individuals.  Collins (1975) states that “social structure is thus made up of networks of 
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acquaintanceship and bubbles of subjective reality people inflate when they meet” (p. 

113).  He argues that all realities including the social structural must be traced back to 

face-to-face interactions.   This represents an attempt to ground macro theorizing in a 

situational sociology derived from Goffman’s (1959, 1967, 1983) theorizing about the 

patterning of discrete situations. 

  This conceptualization of structure is rather rigid, and can be termed 

situationally-bound social structure.  It is useful for understanding how social location 

establishes the parameters for the types of relationships that occur, as well as the nature 

of these relationships.  Social encounters in which participants find themselves mutually 

co-present are impacted by multiple aspects of social context, as well as the ideological 

orientations of the participants.13  This immediate aspect of social structure can be better 

understood as proximal structure—the place where agency can play itself out.  The nature 

of face-to-face encounters is strongly influenced by what have been termed rules, 

resources, and cultural schemas, which are thoroughly outlined by Sewell (1992, 2005) 

and Giddens (1979, 1984); however, I suggest that cultural schemas represent a unique 

aspect of social structure—one that aligns with Collins’ emphasis on encounters, while 

maintaining that rules and resources need not be bound by these localized constraints. 

 First, it is necessary to conceptualize rules and resources.  These constitute what I 

term “distal structure,” meaning they influence where and how interactions take place, 

but are not limited to these confines—rather they are background factors to encounters.  

To this list should be added social status, which is determined by organizational and 

social system placement, and refers to the relations between an individual and others, 

                                                 
13 Goffman (1959) refers to these contextual indicators as “sign cues,” and focuses specifically on 

physical setting and the manner and appearance of inetractants. 
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which, along with rules and resources, directs who will interact with whom and why, as 

well as the relative gravity of the interaction on the lives of others.14  This conception 

provides a needed correction to Collins’ claim that nothing is “real” unless it occurs face-

to-face somewhere.   

 In spirit I agree with Collins’ claim: theorists should fight the temptation to reify 

their concepts by grounding them in the flesh-and-blood reality of encounters.  But an 

outright acceptance of this theoretical move would ignore the fact that an important facet 

of the power built into structural conditions is the exclusion of people from certain 

interactions.  For instance, the decisions of a local mayoral board may substantially affect 

city residents through the alteration of ‘structural’ factors such as programs, funding, 

zoning, or other changes to the rational-legal or resource distributive aspects of a given 

area’s political and economic structure.  The relationship between the mayoral board and 

residents is one of structural import, even though these people may never directly 

interact.  Collins is correct that some type of interactions must occur for these patterns or 

transformations to exist, but the relationship between those in power and those without 

remains structural, even in the absence of direct encounters.  In fighting against the 

Durkheimian tradition’s reification of the social, Collins moves too far toward a 

methodological individualism that under-conceptualizes emergent social properties. 

 To reiterate, the problem is an issue of pushing too far in explanatory frameworks 

toward either the social or the individual, and remains a primary impasse in attempts to 

link agency and structure (Archer, 1988).  My assertion is that this impasse can be at least 

partially alleviated by dividing social structure into distal and the proximal components.  

The distal are the resources, rules, and relations among and between people that 
                                                 

14 See Milner (2004) for an insightful theory of status relations and social stratification. 
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determine who has power, who interacts with whom, and how encounters are “supposed” 

to play out.  Meanwhile proximal structure consists of cultural and cognitive schemas 

inherited from and projected into discrete situations.  This is the realm where agency can 

be exerted.  Through personal decisions and interpersonal negotiations, resources can be 

moved, rules can be changed, and structure can be altered—or reproduced. 

 Sewell (1992, 2005) recognizes this when he posits that schemas are transposable 

and alterable.  The adoption, maintenance, and application of cultural schemas, unlike 

rules and resources, must play out through communicative action.  One cannot adopt a 

mindset she has never been exposed to.  But it is important to remember that people can 

be creative and alter pre-existing schemas, again allowing a pathway for agency.  As 

Sewell argues: 

Knowledge of a rule or schema by definition means the ability to transpose or 
extend it—that is, to apply it creatively.  If this is so, then agency, which I would 
define as entailing the capacity to transpose and extend schemas to new contexts, 
is inherent in the knowledge of cultural schemas that characterizes all minimally 
competent members of society (1992, p. 18).    

 
This brings us back to a point about positions of methodological individualism.  

Theoretical frameworks built on rational choice assumptions have proven to be powerful 

and popular approaches, especially for empirical assessments.  Still, frameworks that 

assume only individual-reductive rational actor models are underspecified theoretically.  

Rational action is an assumption that more explicit theory is built upon.  The actual 

theorizing is not about rational choice per se, but rather constructed on assumptions of 

rational actors.15  Rational choice frameworks frequently work from a de facto position of 

                                                 
15 I credit Chris Bader with emphasizing this point in his interpretations of rational choice 

approaches. 
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methodological individualism, which omits emergent properties arising from social 

relationships and contexts.  As Sayer (2000) relates: 

In the social world, people’s roles and identities are often internally related, so 
that what one person or institution is or can do, depends on their relation to others; 
thus, what it is to be a tutor cannot be explained at the level of individuals but 
only in terms of their relations to students, and vice versa.  The powers which 
they can draw upon depend partly on their relations to one another, and to 
relevant parts of the context, such as educational institutions… Internal relations 
fall outside the ontological grids of positivism, which systematically 
misrepresents society by presenting such phenomena as reducible to independent 
individuals or atoms (p. 13).    

   
Conceptions of bounded rationality are more appropriately tied to the experiential 

world of individuals, and to social structure.  I am not free to choose any path of action I 

want, only those available from set choices built upon distal structural factors 

circumscribed and enforced by more proximal structure.  I cannot move resources around 

if I had none to begin with, and I cannot exert rational-legal power where I have been 

accorded none.  Agency also contains a temporal dimension, such that individuals make 

decisions based on previous experience and future expectations (Embirbayer & Mische, 

1998).  As a result, a limited version of rational choice theorizing is acceptable if we 

specify action pathways as socially bounded, and these bounds are set by background 

rules, resources, and statuses, or what has been termed distal social structure.  Agential 

choices then play out in proximally structured encounters based on the experiential past 

and future expectations of individuals. 

This begs the question of whether rational choice theorizing is left with any 

explanatory punch after accounting for these constraints.  The answer, I think, is a 

qualified yes.  When rational choice theorizing explicitly deals with how individual 

behavior results in emergent conditions, and then how these conditions act back upon 
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individuals, it can provide an informative view of theorizing “the ground up.”  This offers 

a window into how actions can affect higher levels of emergence.  For instance James 

Coleman (1990) stated that:  

No assumption is made that the explanation of systemic behavior consists of 
nothing more than individual interactions and orientations, taken in aggregate.  
The interaction among individuals is seen to result in emergent phenomena at the 
system level, that is, phenomena that were neither intended nor predicted by the 
individuals.  Furthermore, there is no implication that for a given purpose an 
explanation must be taken all the way to the individual level to be satisfactory  
(p. 5).   

 
We cannot forget that theorizing from the individual level is itself reactionary to 

sociological accounts that specified little room for human agency.  When executed with a 

focus on individuals embedded in emergent social contexts, rational choice theorizing is 

informative, and has high utility for deriving testable propositions.  In certain realms such 

as the social scientific study of religion, rational choice assumptions have been useful for 

progressing out of intellectual blind alleys about “irrational” behavior, but the usefulness 

of a rational choice framework that fails to account for, or give explanatory power to 

contextual factors is quite limited.   

Another important tradition for better theorizing agency is a consideration of 

phenomenological and sociological theories of the self, which assume that it is through 

social interaction that individuals develop an identity and internalize cultural patterns, 

which are then used as a template for future action.  As Berger and Luckmann (1966) and 

Mead (1934) outline, it is through socialization and meaningful interaction that a sense of 

self is developed.  Identity is constituted by the social.  Even though identities are derived 

from social interaction, this does not necessitate structural determinism, as Berger and 

Luckmann argue that individuals then project themselves back into the world, acting on 
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their values and identities, and using the resources at their disposal in ways that accord 

with their perception of self, and therefore their ideological orientation.  Considering the 

inverse, social structure is temporally prior to a specific individual’s existence.  

Consequently, absence of consideration for temporal dimensions and theorizing 

individuals the source of distal structure inaccurately strays into individualistic 

determinism.  What must be recognized is that varying levels of the social have emergent 

properties constituted by the actions of individuals, but which are not wholly reducible to 

them.   

Ultimately, agency plays itself out in the proximal social structure of encounters 

and interpersonal relations, where individuals choose between a range of options and 

embody preset patterns with the creative or characteristic, exerting identity into structured 

interactions.  This realm of decision and agency is where rational choice approaches are 

most useful.  Like structure, agency remains a notoriously tricky concept; however, it is 

safe to assume that the exertion of agency is tied to one’s sense of identity and values, 

and that the number of agency pathways and their relative power are determined by 

resources and positions in social networks and organizations.  Appropriately, conceptions 

of agency drawing on Mead and the pragmatist philosophical tradition assume that: 

As actors respond to changing environments, they must continually reconstruct 
their view of the past in an attempt to understand the causal conditioning of the 
emergent present, while using this understanding to control and shape their 
responses in the future (Embirbayer & Mische, 1998, pp. 968-969). 

 
 I posit three generic categories of agency that can be exerted by individuals.  The 

first and most basic form is situational agency, which refers to the behavioral decisions 

one is afforded in face-to-face encounters.  Giddens is correct in highlighting the enabling 

capacity of structural position in addition to its constraining elements.  CEOs exert more 
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situational agency with an organization than service clerks—the former are more enabled 

and the latter more constrained.  Goffman (1967) and Collins (1975, 2004) highlight that 

asymmetrical distributions of power between interactants in a situation results in rituals 

of deference.  Still, all people save perhaps patients in the most totalizing of institutions 

(and even there all but those in the most extreme forms of coercion) can exert some 

situational agency and decide how to interact with others (Goffman, [1961] 2007).  It 

could even be argued that individuals in circumstances embedded in total institutions still 

have small amounts of behavioral, situational agency, although it is apparent that agency 

pathways can vary from very narrow to quite broad.  More important for the general 

theoretical exercise in session is that nearly all people have at least a modicum of 

situational agency.  To my mind the preeminent theorists of situational sociology remain 

Goffman and Collins, and they are the best places to delve into situational dynamics as 

structural.16     

 The second category of “status agency” refers to the ability of individuals to 

utilize their social positions in order to gain power and access more pathways of agency, 

and to also to alter have more control over their social networks if they so desire (see 

Milner, 2004).  However, status is not the only consideration, as status interacts with 

other forms of sources of power such as access to material resources.  More access to 

resources and connections gives one power beyond the situation itself.  The oft discussed 

concept of social capital is at play here, and those with more of it combined with access 

to resources can draw on this well of agency to shift, transfer, and expand their social 

                                                 
16 One could make a case for ethnomethdological approaches here as well, but these typically deal 

with the structure of interaction rather than the situation.  Although the difference is slight, it is 
fundamental.   Ethnomethodology is useful for examining the taken-for-granted elements of interaction, 
whereas Goffman and Collins are more concerned with examining how people’s perceptions of a situation 
are shaping their performances.  
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networks with relative ease compared to those with minimal social capital and access to 

resources, thanks to the more transposable and durable social power sources that 

accompany their status.  Elijah Anderson’s Code of the Street (1999) outlines this in 

detail, as impoverished inner city youth are dependent upon social networks and accrued 

statuses that are localized and non-transposable.  The status agency of individuals in 

these circumstances is highly circumscribed, non-transferable, and geographically 

specific.  High level gang members cannot simply parlay their status of respect on the 

streets into jobs at banks or as an entrée into elite social networks.  They have acquired a 

certain status that gives them power in a specific set of localized interactions, but outside 

of these confines their agency is extremely limited.  Relative levels of status agency vary 

according to the social sources from which the statuses in question are drawn and the 

compounding factor of access to material resources. 

 Finally there are those with the ability to exert agency impacting the most distal 

aspects of structure, a concept I term power agency.  Individuals with power agency have 

excess stores of social and material capital—so much that they make administrative 

decisions which strongly influence organizations, and in turn can alter, or reproduce 

facets of the underlying political economy.  No individual has direct access to the 

generalized political economy; it is an emergent property of organizational relationships 

and can only be altered and mediated through the organizations that comprise its 

constituent units.  In addition to the structural enablement of resources for making agency 

more powerful, there is also the drafting and administration of rules.  Sewell’s idea of 

rules as an aspect of structure is crucial here, and an individual’s level of power agency is 

elevated with greater access to the alteration and administration of rules.  Police officers 
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have more potential agency to effect situations than civilians due to their status, but the 

rule-makers have more access to distal structural components than enforcers who merely 

maintain rules.17  It is those imbued with high levels of organizational capacity and power 

who exert the most socially impactful form of agency, and for whom structure is truly 

enabling.   

 The amount of influence and multiplicity of available lines of action for agency 

varies by degree for all three of the distinctive types of agency outlined.  One could have 

organizational agency provided by a small, but successful series of local businesses, or be 

empowered by sitting at the head of a multi-national corporate conglomerate, or be in 

charge of an influential governmental agency.  Status agency varies by degrees as well.  

A judge and a cardiovascular surgeon possess high levels of status agency that will 

translate into a wide array of different social settings, but will ultimately be dictated by 

the situation itself.  It is situations that structure if and how agency can be enacted.  In 

court, the judge’s agency is magnified, just as the surgeon’s is within situations structured 

by the institution in which she operates.  Therefore, it is posited that: 1) each of these 

levels of agency varies by degree depending on the specifics of the organizations, 

statuses, and situations involved and 2) that all three of these levels of agency and distal 

and proximal social structure interact with one another to set and define to situational 

encounters in which people find themselves, therefore establishing the relative 

enablement or constraint of structural elements that create agency pathways.       

It is critical to note that these issues are matters of degree, and there have been 

many important aspects of the social system bracketed in order to produce a more concise 

                                                 
17 There can be conflict between these status positions, as when high ranking officials are 

prosecuted under laws they helped create and uphold.       
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model of the interplay between social structure and agency.  Separating the broad 

concepts of agency and structure into their constituent elements helps clarify many of the 

contradictions occurring when blanket terms are used to outline necessarily stratified 

concepts.  To better illustrate this idea we need only extend the architectural metaphor of 

structure a step further.  The concept of structure connotes something rigid, such as 

“girders of a building” (Sewell, 1992, p. 2).  An extension of this metaphor makes it clear 

that people inside the building do not act in situations directly constrained by the girders, 

but rather rooms that are housed within the girders, which remain unseen to those 

engaged in encounters within the confines of the building.  People act in their proximal 

situational settings, which are embedded within the less immediate architectural 

foundations.  Some interact in proverbial lobbies where people of nearly all statuses are 

allowed, and some in exclusive high rise boardrooms where organizational decisions are 

made and influential policies are implemented.  Although each situational encounter is 

embedded within the same distal framework, they occur in socially stratified ways.  Only 

the owners of the building have the power to make decisions that will alter the 

foundational structure, but even these decisions are made through interaction that occurs 

in proximally structured settings.18                     

Figure 1.2 graphically displays the theoretical linkages outlined.  An important 

note for interpreting the figure is that the pathways of agency leading directly to 

organizations and social networks are somewhat misleading.  The assumption made is 

that agency plays itself out through an inteactional conduit, echoing the points made by 

                                                 
18 This metaphor loses its informative capacity if we consider external, forced alteration.  Natural 

disasters need no planning and rogue terrorist acts may circumvent conventional access to architectural 
structure.  However, if we table these grander extensions to the logic of the metaphor, its smaller extension 
is insightful for highlighting the differences and connections between distal and proximal social structure.  
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Collins, although the interaction need not be directly linked to more distal structure.  It is 

critical to realize that those with power agency have the resources and statuses to impact 

organizations, and thus the lines proceed directly from the agent to the organization in the 

figure.  While it is assumed that agency plays out only in proximal structural settings, it 

would be confusing to trace this through situational structure graphically.  Instead what is 

intended by the direct pathways of power and status agency is that individuals with the 

necessary resources can significantly affect their social networks or formal organizations, 

and therefore a pathway is represented between the agent and the more distal levels of 

structure. 

 The theorizing done here is of a rather general nature, and people will vary in the 

degree of agency they can exert on any of the pathways represented.  Theory can only 

approximate reality.  Still, this framework clarifies how it is that agency is exerted, and 

how distal structural elements establish the parameters for more proximal structural 

situations and encounters.      

From this viewpoint, the importance of studying ideological trends such as those 

outlined within this study is that they provide “maps of action” (Ricouer, 1991) or 

“cultural toolkits” (Swidler, 1986) for agency-based behavior.  In other words the study 

of the social distribution of ideology gives insight into the decision-making lenses that 

individuals in given locations employ.  Should an individual have any modicum of power 

and resources, ideological conceptions will influence how it is distributed and wielded.  

Ideas will fail to influence others without the backing of status or resources, but given 

that nearly all people have some impact on others through their interactions and control of 
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resources, however slight, it is important to better understand patterns of belief and 

values, as well as how ideas are distributed throughout a given social system.   
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Figure 1.2. Theoretical Model of Relationship between Structure and Agency 
 

How much power is exerted by these ideas is dependent upon the social positioning of 

“believers” in organizations, and how their relationships are structured relative to others 

in the broader social system.  The importance of investigating ideology then becomes 

understanding patterns and trends of ideas that ultimately serve to direct agency-based 

actions and decisions. 

 This study is primarily an exploration of cultural, proximal structures in the form 

ideological currents and trends, although the explanatory framework often incorporates 

distal social structure.  Ultimately I am concerned with explicating cultural schematics 

available in ideological bundles of beliefs, values, and ideas.  So while it is not assumed 
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that these bundles or the identities of those who adopt them are the sole source of actions 

or social patterns, it is assumed that they are reflective and constitutive of more distal 

social structure (Archer, 1988); and therefore of sociological import.19     

 
Cultural Traditionalism and Progressivism 

 
 Beyond the more general theoretical orientations assumed, there are a final set of 

concepts that deserve clarification at the outset.  As the empirical analyses presented 

progress, a more complete understanding of the American public’s understanding of 

science and the social factors related to and influencing these trends hopefully comes into 

clearer focus.  Consequently the arguments begin to speak to where attitudes toward 

science fit into the moral and political landscape of the United States.  As this occurs, the 

necessity arises to discuss the larger trends occurring above and beyond attitudes about 

specific policies or issues.  There is then a need to employ language in order to convey 

and understand these trends; however, there is no simple formula for generating terms 

that appeal to both those being studied and those seeking to understand and interpret their 

beliefs and behaviors. 

 More concretely, this study demonstrates that views on numerous contentious 

public issues fall along a specific continuum of morality, belief, and political opinion—

and that these attitudes are strongly tied to the religious character of the country and its 

inhabitants.  Two analytical categories employed to refer to this continuum are “cultural 

traditionalism” and “cultural progressivism.”  Although the effort has been made to select 

titles that do not connote superiority or denigration, some will undoubtedly emerge 

                                                 
19 Resources, rules, and power more generally still hold a prominent place in the explanatory 

framework employed, but the impact of beliefs and values on the exertion of agency and the constitution of 
identity justifies the treatment of the ideological as an object of inquiry. 
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dissatisfied with these monikers.  Therefore, I will once again try to clarify the explicit 

understandings intended by these concepts.   

 These concepts are intended to reference poles along a shared continuum.  In 

other words it is assumed that a range of positions are situated between each of these 

concepts in their ideal form.  As an individual moves away from one of these positions, it 

is assumed that she moves toward the other position.20  It is not assumed that this is the 

only meaningful or important ideological axis along which people vary, or that this 

dimension is immutable.  Rather, these concepts are employed to show the overlap and 

congruency between a multitude of specific moral, political, and religious attitudes in the 

contemporary American context. 

 What are these specific attitudes in question?  In short, those infused by the 

rhetoric of the “culture wars” (Hunter, 1991; Wuthnow, 1988), even though a distinctly 

bifurcated grouping of opinions is not expected.  While the distinctive camps proposed by 

Hunter and others may not be the case empirically (cf. Baker, 2005; Davis & Robinson, 

1996a, b, c; DiMaggio, Evans, & Bryson, 1996; Evans, 1997, 2003; Evans & Nunn, 

2005; Fiorina, 2004; McKonkey, 2001; Olson & Carroll, 1992; Wuthnow, 1996), it is 

expected that there will be a distinguishable continuum along which attitudes toward 

topics such as abortion, gay marriage, gender roles, and the role of religion in the public 

sphere will vary. 

                                                 
20 Bourdieu (1984) critiques the use of empirical data from surveys on this point by claiming that 

they necessarily limit the range of opinions available through response options.  His criticism is well-taken 
in this regard.  The position advanced here acknowledges this issue without reverting to the dismissal of 
survey methods.  Instead it is assumed that while the survey delimits response options, the answer choices 
nevertheless provide a reasonable proxy for the range of beliefs in question, and therefore a glimpse of the 
ideologies of interest. 



43 

 The specific content of this continuum and its level of empirical and conceptual 

validity is assessed using the survey data at hand.  If an empirically and substantively 

useful measure approximating these concepts can be drawn from the data, it will be 

insightful to explore the sociological patterns of placement tendencies along the 

continuum.  By examining multiple moral, political, and religious topics in reference to 

one another, a better understanding of the overlap in patterns of attitudes in the United 

State can begin to emerge.  In examining these topics in relation to attitudes toward 

science we can assess whether beliefs about science belong in the discussion with these 

other issues, or whether they represent a separate dimension of culture.  Although these 

topics will be dealt with directly in Chapter 7, they lie at the heart of the other substantive 

chapters as well.        

I reiterate that I do not intend to denigrate or elevate the views of either side in 

these debates.  These terms were chosen precisely for their (hopefully) more neutral 

connotations.  Terms such as “conservative,” “liberal,” or “fundamentalist” will 

necessary crop up in the discussion of previous literature and the description of measures 

which more directly pertain to these labels, but in no way is the use of such concepts 

intended as participation in the rhetorical battles typically employing these terms.  When 

it comes to religion and politics, there are no “magic bullet” concepts that satisfy all 

involved.  Factions attempt to claim or resist particular labels in response to the ongoing 

discourse surrounding contentious issues.  The above disclaimer hopefully executes a 

pre-emptive diffusion of the potentially reactive perception of terms viewed by some as 

pejorative in connotation.   

 
 



44 

Intellectual Aims of the Current Study 
 

Taking these theoretical perspectives as a foundation and bearing in mind the 

caveats and shortcomings of assessing cultural fields as broad as science and religion, it 

is important to now posit what this study can say.  First and foremost, it can begin the 

process of bringing empirical evidence to bear on the substantial amount of theorizing 

and philosophizing that has accompanied interest in this area.  This may be the most 

important contribution of the study, as the empirical assessment of these issues has 

lagged sorely behind the amount of interest the topic would suggest. 

Next, this study speaks to the sociological patterning of attitudes toward science, 

as well as their general dispersion among Americans.  Such information is crucial to 

understanding how policy debates unfold and provides a needed antidote to the generally 

speculative claims typically made by opposing sides of these debates.  It is on this note 

that the current work can perhaps be of the most service to ongoing efforts to understand 

the linkages between science and religion.  Given that most voices in the debate have 

vested interests in one side or the other, this study aims to contribute to the discourse by 

being detached from advancing interests, and more interested in fully understanding the 

nature of the debates themselves.21  This is especially the case in the middle chapters, 

which make efforts to contribute to the understanding of the evolution/creationism 

debate, the relative diffusion of the idea that science and religion conflict with one 

another, and the connection between attitudes toward science and irreligion in the United 

                                                 
21 Obviously I as the author am not devoid of interest or absent opinions on the issues that are 

explored.  If my interests lie anywhere they would be in the application of scientific principles in the study 
of the social, but the effort has been made to refrain from allowing such interests to impact how the 
analyses are conducted or interpreted.  No effort on this front is fully successful, but awareness of these 
potential biases is assumed to be a step forward. 
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States.  These chapters aim to contribute to the respective literatures on which they draw, 

as well as empirical studies about science.   

Finally the broader contribution of the study is to help locate attitudes about 

science within the political, moral, and religious landscape of the contemporary United 

States.  The final portion of the study strives to understand how attitudes about science fit 

into political disputes and conflicts of interest.  By demonstrating that attitudes toward 

science are an important part of understanding Americans’ political and moral views, the 

sociological study of science and religion can take up a place in the broader discussion of 

politics.  It is hoped that the findings will incite new questions on these topics and be 

followed by further study from a sociological vantage point.            

 
Outline of the Work 

 
The 2007 Baylor Religion Survey offers an extensive selection of measures on 

religion, and also includes a battery of questions aimed at assessing American attitudes 

toward issues involving institutional science.  These measures in themselves serve as the 

focus in early substantive chapters, before turning to the connections between these 

attitudes and religion, politics, and moral frameworks in later chapters. 

Within specific chapters hypotheses derived from related literature and theory are 

critically examined in light of the assessment of empirical data.  The study as a whole is 

written such that it can be read as a single, larger investigation.  Potential readers who 

engage the study in its entirety will find that the format is designed to make broader 

arguments than those contained in isolated chapters.  The specific chapters often employ 

“mid-range” theories dealing with specific expectations for the topics examined and 
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building on the broader theoretical foundation explicated within this chapter.  The outline 

of the forthcoming chapters is as follows:  

 Chapter 2: Samples, Representations, and Reality  

 Chapter 3: Who Perceives a Conflict?   

 Chapter 4: Evolution and Creationism 

Chapter 5: Sociological Patterns of Attitudes toward Mainstream Science 

 Chapter 6: Science and Irreligion 

                        Chapter 7: Science, Religion, Politics, and Worldviews 

  Chapter 8: Conclusions and Prologues   

 Chapter 1 has been an effort to outline the theoretical perspectives assumed and 

employed throughout the study.  Chapter 2 covers the methodology of Wave II of the 

Baylor Religion Survey including issues such as sampling frame, response rates, and 

comparisons to census data and other national surveys.  Measures used throughout the 

study such as indicators of socioeconomic status or other social and demographic 

measures are detailed here.  Measures that are only used in specific chapters are covered 

within their respective chapters.  

 Chapter 3 examines who among the general public perceives a conflict between 

science and religion.  Although conflicts between science and religion receive a great 

deal of attention in various forms of media, the extent to which the public at large 

perceive an inherent philosophical conflict remains an open question.  There are two 

distinctive groups of people who perceive a conflict between science and religion, and 

these groups are contrasted with one another.  Chapter 4 addresses acceptance of 

evolution and support for teaching creationism in public schools.  These issues remain 
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areas where Americans express deep ambivalence and division.  Beyond mapping the 

debates empirically, specific focus is given to the contextual effects of educational 

attainment on opinions about these issues.   

Chapter 5 utilizes the battery of questions on science to examine general trends in 

belief among American adults, outlining how specific views about science cluster 

together, and then exploring the social patterning of these ideological bundles.  Social 

class, race, region of the country, and political identity are all highlighted in relationship 

to attitudes toward science.  This is the final attempt to analyze attitudes toward science 

in themselves before more in-depth analyses of the connections to religion are undertaken 

in the proceeding chapters.   

Chapter 6 addresses the connection between attitudes about science and irreligion 

in the United States.  Although the social scientific literature on irreligion in America has 

grown in recent years, to date no study has explored the connections between views of 

science and irreligion.  Considering the amount of attention this perspective has received 

in public discourse by some outspoken scientists and social critics, as well as those who 

disapprove of their views, it is relevant to assess these topics among the general public.  

The findings from this chapter are then placed within the context of recent scholarship on 

the issue. 

 Chapter 7 brings the issues of science and religion into a broader perspective of 

belief systems and morality.  Specifically, the relationship of attitudes toward science and 

other moral and political attitudes among Americans is assessed in light of the concepts 

of cultural traditionalism and progressivism.  These issues are discussed in an attempt to 

better understand the political and moral landscape of contemporary America, as well as 
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enhance the understanding of public conflicts centering on such issues.  Overall this 

chapter makes a case for considering views of science as an important indicator of 

underlying issues of moral authority.    

Chapter 8 briefly reviews the ground covered in the empirical chapters before 

turning to some of the implications for better understanding discursive debates and 

empirical realities on these topics.  Finally, the theoretical and philosophical implications 

of the findings are drawn out and a research program for further examination the 

sociological connection between science and religion is laid out.  As is always the case, 

the analyses presented raise as many questions as they answer.  Ultimately then, a great 

deal of interesting work in the area remains undone, and paths forward are suggested in 

light of the current study.  First and foremost, however, the methodological tools used to 

assess these issues must be outlined. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Samples and Representations, Data and Methods  
 

The notion of a complete and rigid formalization, operationalization, and 
measurement of everything in a scientific theory is a chimera.  There are informal 
concepts and intuitive leaps at several points.  There is always a metatheoretical 
stance about what we are doing intellectually in the first place.  Scientific theory 
sketches a model of the aspect of the world under consideration… Intuitive or 
informal leaps are areas in which theoretical discussion can take place (or, in 
many cases, ought to take place).  But [these leaps] are not illegitimate.  That is 
simply the way the world is  

 
—Randall Collins, 1989, p. 128   

 
 

Stated plainly, a primary goal of social scientific inquiry is to attain a better, more 

accurate understanding of the social world and its constituent processes.  Although this 

seems straightforward enough, its sound execution often proves to be a daunting task.  As 

C. Wright Mills (1959) poetically outlined, there are pitfalls on all sides, such as straying 

into “grand theorizing” where formalistic, overly ideational models become separated 

from empirical realities, as has been the case with the epistemic conflict narrative and 

less refined theorizing in the secularization tradition; however, there is also a danger in 

simply mining empirical information and fetishizing methodological complication, 

refinement, and minutiae, with little regard for theoretical sophistication or cohesion, a 

trend Mills termed abstracted empiricism. 

 The best work in the social sciences strikes a balance between the theoretical and 

the empirical, the general and the specific.  In order to do this it is crucial to examine 

what one can reasonably “say” within a certain study based on the types of analyses 

conducted.  This is especially pertinent with regard to the relationship between the type 
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of data assessed and the broader theoretical implications to which they (should) 

necessarily refer.  In keeping with the effort to examine underlying assumptions before 

delving into analyses, a brief statement about the position assumed regarding the 

connection between data and the realities to which they point is needed. 

 Empirical assessments in the social sciences generally attempt to examine a small 

slice of the social world in order to gain a better understanding of the bigger picture.  The 

tensions between generalization and specificity are often discussed in reference to 

balancing nomothetic (generalized) and idiographic (specific) approaches to knowledge.  

History as a discipline tends toward the latter, sociology toward the former.1  Searching 

for distinctive patterns in the fluid and reflexive social world can be especially difficult 

because its totality cannot be fully captured by any one method or theoretical approach.  

Multiple blindfolded researchers examining various parts of an elephant stands as a 

commonly used metaphor for this process.  The social reality which we attempt to 

capture and elucidate through various analyses is an ever-moving flow of multi-

dimensional interests and influences interacting with one another, building on what has 

come before it, and setting the table for what is to follow.  Since no method can ever fully 

capture this process due to spatial, temporal, resource, and general human limitations, 

what is typically done is to extract snapshots or track specific, illustrative narratives out 

of the ongoing, dynamic process.  This state of affairs is even more acute for analyzing 

contemporary rather than historical cases, as the factors of import are often better 

understood in retrospect with the accumulation of multiple inquires into the area of 

interest. 

                                                 
1 Sewell (2005) persuasively argues that both history and sociology could benefit from a sustained 

dialogue between the theorizing conducted in each field. 
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 Considering these circumstances, it is necessary to make extrapolations from 

these snapshots to the more complex processes, and how and why they occur as they do.  

For this task we must utilize samples, cases, and representations that point toward the 

processes of interest.  Here the processes of interest involve the belief systems of 

Americans, with specific interest given to their formation, maintenance, and interplay.  

These processes necessarily encompass a wide variety of physiological, psychological, 

social-psychological, historical, and sociological components that are evolving, ongoing, 

and interactive. 

 As will be outlined in the remainder of this chapter, the sample taken to assess 

these processes is of relatively high quality, but even this can only be determined in 

reference to other representations.  Empiricism can only take us so far before 

interpretation and theory step to the forefront.  In the assessments and interpretations that 

follow, every effort is made to keep the extrapolations within reasonable bounds based on 

the limited nature of the information that can be gleaned from the complex flow of the 

social world. 

 Difficult tasks are often worth undertaking precisely because of their challenge 

and promise, and good samples can, with careful analysis, render representations that cast 

light onto previously ill-understood facets of the social world.  The inherent limitations of 

quantitative (or any other) assessments of the vast social world are recognized, yet the 

impetus to outline another part of the unknown using our faculties and tools calls out 

strongly.  New puzzles will inevitably appear out of any “answers” and large portions of 

the proverbial elephant will remain unknown; but the potential for better understanding 

outweighs these considerations.  This project is scientific in nature, in the sense that it 
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seeks to systematically refine the understanding of the ideological intersections between 

science and religion, rather than in a strongly positivistic or polemical sense (see Collins, 

1975, 1989 for quality discussions of science and sociological inquiry).  On then to 

outlining the dimensions of the snapshot that will serve as a primary referent for the 

dynamic processes of theoretical intrigue.            

 
Sample and Data 

 The data utilized to assess the attitudes of the general American public concerning 

the connections between science and religion are taken from Wave II of the Baylor 

Religion Survey (BRS), which was fielded in 2007 by the Gallup Organization.  The 

survey was funded by a grant from the Templeton Foundation.  The content for the 

survey was developed by the sociology department at Baylor University and aimed at 

extensively assessing the religious attitudes and behaviors of American adults.  In 

addition, each wave of the survey includes modules on varying topics, similar to the 

General Social Survey (GSS),2 which serves as a model for the BRS.   

The BRS is drawn from a national random sample of American adults with 

telephones using random digit dialing.  It employs a mixed-mode sampling design 

consisting of two phases.  In the first phase, random digit dialing is used to contact 

potential respondents.  This technique helps ensure better representation by giving listed 

and unlisted numbers an equal chance of selection.  A three-call design was used 

consisting of an initial attempt to reach a potential respondent and two additional call-

backs.  1,000 potential respondents were given a brief phone interview and asked if they 

                                                 
2 The GSS is collected by the National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago and 

has been administered bi-annually since 1972.  For information about the collection, aims, or other issues 
involving the GSS or the NORC, consult website of the latter at: http://www.norc.org/homepage.htm.  
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would be willing to complete a mailed questionnaire examining Americans’ religious 

values, practices, and beliefs.  624 people agreed to participate and provided their mailing 

addresses.  In addition to these mailings, 2,500 other potential respondents were 

contacted using random digit dialing and simply asked if they would be willing to 

complete a mailed questionnaire, of which 1,836 people agreed.  This resulted in a total 

of 3,500 people screened and 2,460 mailed questionnaires.  The recruitment phase of the 

survey took place from September 4th through September 29th, 2007.   

Potential respondents received a $5.00 incentive in the mailing for agreeing to 

complete the questionnaire.  The question booklet was sixteen pages in length.  Mailings 

included a cover letter explaining the objectives of the survey and a number to call if 

respondents had questions about the procedure or the survey more generally.  Follow-up 

letters were sent thanking respondents who had returned booklets and asking for the 

cooperation of those who had not returned the questionnaire.  Reminder postcards were 

also sent to respondents who agreed to participate, as well as a second complete mailing 

to addresses that had not responded to the initial mailing.  The collection of 

questionnaires was discontinued on December 11th, 2007.       

A total of 1,648 questionnaires were returned, resulting in an overall response rate 

of 47.1% [1648 / 3500] and a response rate of 67% for the mailed survey phase [1648 / 

2460].  Gallup also created a weight using a statistical algorithm based on information 

from the Census Bureau incorporating race, gender, region of the country, age, and 

education.  This weight is employed in all forthcoming analyses.  Bader et al. (2007) 

provide in-depth information on the sampling methodology used by the BRS, as well as a 
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comparison of the sociodemographic and religious variable results from the first wave of 

the survey to other national surveys such as the 2004 GSS. 

For the present project the primary advantage of using BRS data is that it provides 

thorough measures of religion and attitudes about science using a recent national random 

sample.  This combination of items coupled with the fact that the sample consists of the 

general population of Americans makes the data well-suited to address the empirical 

questions raised about the public’s attitudes toward science and religion.  Still, in order to 

assess the relative representativeness of the data, it is helpful to compare Wave II BRS 

data to information from the Census Bureau and that contained in the standard-bearer for 

social scientific surveys of American adults, the GSS.  This task will be undertaken 

following a description of the measures from the BRS that are used throughout the study.    

 
Measures 

 
 The measures outlined in this chapter are employed in multiple forthcoming 

chapters and are therefore presented here in order to avoid repetition.  Measures used 

within single chapters are outlined within their respective chapters. 

 
Attitudes toward Science 

 
 Wave II of the BRS included a module with a series of questions addressing 

respondents’ attitudes toward issues involving science.  The prompt for the battery was 

phrased, “Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements about 

science.”  The seven items in the battery were: “We rely too much on science and not 

enough on faith,” “Science will eventually provide solutions to most of our problems,” 

“Science helps to reveal God’s glory,” “Humans evolved from primates over millions of  
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Table 2.1  
Frequency Distributions for Attitudes toward Science Variables from 2007 BRS 

(percentages reported) 

 
 
years,” “Creationism should be taught in public schools,” “Science and religion are 

incompatible,” and “Most scientists are hostile to religion.”  Responses for the battery 

were strongly disagree (1), disagree (2), undecided (3), agree (4), strongly agree (5). 

 Five of these seven measures are examined in concert in Chapters 5, 6, and 7.  

Specific information about how these attitudes connect to one another can be found in 

Chapter 5.  The questions addressing whether science and religion are incompatible and 

whether science helps reveal God’s glory are not used in Chapters 5 through 7.  One of 

these measures—the one addressing whether science and religion are incompatible—is 

the primary focus of Chapter 3.  This leaves the question about the connection between 

science and “God’s glory” as the only one that is not extensively explored in this study.  

The frequency distribution of answers to the five questions that comprise the scale is 

shown in Table 2.1. 

Variable Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Rely too much 
on science 

19.1 32.7 8.9 25.9 12.4 

Science  will 
provide answers 

9.5 36.9 12.1 33.0 8.5 

Science  reveals 
God’s glory 

14.6 24.9 15.1 32.4 12.9 

Humans evolved 
from primates 

26.2 16.2 15.6 22.0 19.9 

Creationism 
should be taught 

19.9 17.4 18.7 27.4 16.6 

Science/religion  
are incompatible 

20.8 48.4 14.0 10.7 6.1 

Scientists hostile 
to religion 

10.2 42.1 22.9 19.3 5.4 
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 It is important to note that these variables assess contentious issues involving 

science, religion, and their intersection.  This is beneficial in some ways and limiting in 

others.  It is beneficial by getting to the heart of disputed issues involving science and 

religion, allowing for more variation in the measures and generating a better idea of 

where people fall on issues of moral and epistemic authority regarding disputed cultural 

territory.  The questions aim to better understand respondents’ perceptions of the scope of 

scientific authority, contentious issues of public policy such as teaching creationism, and 

a sense of where people align concerning the science and religion nexus.  Consequently is 

inaccurate to assume that people who do not accept evolutionary accounts of human 

origins are against science in general.  Rather, they oppose certain aspects of science 

instead of the entire enterprise.  Recent work by John Evans (2009) has highlighted this 

pattern among conservative Protestants, wherein only certain issues are singled out for 

opposition. 

 Although this questioning strategy is beneficial for assessing contentious issues, it 

obscures the fact that most people utilize science and technology on a daily basis, and do 

not have problems with scientific enterprises in toto.  Using these questions may also 

have the unintended effect of making the contentious issues between science and religion 

more prominent than the areas of continuity.  This issue is assessed directly in Chapter 3, 

which examines the perceptions of conflict among science and religion.  The most 

important limitation inherent in these measures is the potential glossing-over of the many 

nuances that exist in issues involving science and religion.  These limitations should be 

kept in mind; however, given the absence of empirical studies on the topic the current 

metrics offer a valid place to begin assessing these issues.          
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Religiosity 

To assess religious practice and belief, a number of different items were used.  

Attendance at religious services is measured on a scale from never (1) to more than once 

a week (9).  Religious salience is measured using an item that asks “How religious do 

you consider yourself?”  Answer choices range from not at all religious (1) to very 

religious (4).  Stance toward the Bible is measured using a question that asks “Which one 

statement comes closest to your personal beliefs about the Bible?”  Answer choices were 

the following: “The Bible is an ancient book of history and legends” (1); “The Bible 

contains some human error” (2); “The Bible is perfectly true, but it should not be taken 

literally, word-for-word.  We must interpret its meaning” (3); and “The Bible means 

exactly what it says.  It should be taken literally, word-for-word, on all subjects” (4).   

This measure is treated as an ordinal variable in multivariate analyses, with higher scores 

indicating a more “literalist” Biblical stance.   

 
Religious Tradition and Theistic Belief 

 
Beyond religious practice and belief, the religious tradition that an individual 

identifies with can have a profound influence on her worldview, especially since this 

community of believers shapes and maintains one’s “plausibility structure” (Berger, 

1967), as it is assumed that beliefs and meaning are socially constituted and maintained.  

This reflects part of the inherently social dimension of religion and taps into sociological 

conceptions of identity, which posit that it is through interaction with other people that a 

person comes to develop and maintain her own worldview and identity.  This is the case 

not only for religious perspectives, but also irreligious worldviews, as there is evidence 

that those who do not affiliate with an organized religion are also subject to the influence 
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of the opinions of others within their social network who serve as reference groups 

(Baker & Smith, 2009a).  In general, one of the most steadfast sociological axioms 

emerging from the lineage of symbolic interactionism is that people are influenced by the 

company they keep and the types of groups they identify with.      

People tend to surround themselves with like-minded believers (or non-believers), 

as this provides mutual understanding and furthers confidence in the positions adopted 

(Stark & Finke, 2000).  The relationship between the views of a group and members’ 

identities is reciprocal.  To achieve the most in-depth information on these processes, 

investigation of networks and communities would be done for specific groups or 

congregations; and indeed qualitative studies of the worldview constructions of specific 

groups are insightful for explicating the social aspects of belief (e.g. Ammerman, 1987).  

However, since the aim is to provide a broader perspective on the patterns of belief 

systems within the American populace, the concept of religious traditions is beneficial.   

Religion in America has a heritage of congregational and denominational 

organization (see Chaves, 2004; Finke & Stark, 2005).  While denominations maintain an 

important role in the religious landscape of the United States, the centrality of affiliations 

with a specific denomination has given way to a broader sense of religious tradition 

(Roof & McKinney, 1987; Wuthnow, 1988).  More pragmatically, the wide range of 

specific denominations in the United States renders quantitative analysis with a random 

national sample difficult on all but the largest religious groups.  In lieu of assessing 

specific denominations, the broader concept of religious tradition, within which 

denominations can be classified, proves useful.  The most frequently utilized schematic 

of religious traditions in contemporary studies of religion in the United States is the one 
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developed by Steensland et al. (2000), although their methods and indicators have been 

criticized (see Dougherty, Johnson, & Polson, 2007).  This “RELTRAD” categorization 

divides religious traditions into evangelical Protestant, mainline Protestant, black 

Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, no religion, and other religion.  The category of “other 

religion” is essentially a catch-all category for remaining respondents who have a 

religious affiliation outside of Judeo-Christian traditions or claiming no religion.  As 

such, substantive interpretations of statistical results based on this category are 

problematic.  The “other” category essentially functions to minimize lost cases in 

multivariate analysis.  In order to assess religious traditions outside of the Judeo-

Christian tradition in America, oversamples or the targeting of specific groups is 

necessary, as random samples do not garner enough “other” religious respondents for 

reliable or representative analyses (e.g. Smith, 2007).  These RELTRAD categories are 

used to create a system of dummy variables, with evangelicals serving as the comparison 

group in multivariate models, as this group is generally the most vociferous in opposition 

to mainstream science concerning issues such as evolution and creationism. 

In addition to religious tradition, dummy variables were also created for the 

categories of atheists and agnostics, which were determined using a question that asks 

“Which one statement comes closest to your personal beliefs about God?”  Possible 

answer choices included “I am an atheist” and “I don’t know and there is no way to find 

out.”  Respondents giving these answers were dummy coded as atheists and agnostics 

respectively.  These dummy variables are employed in Chapters 3 and 6.  Table 2.2 

provides descriptive information about the religious variables used throughout the study. 
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Table 2.2 
Descriptive Statistics for Religious Variables from 2007 BRS 

 
 

Sociodemographics 
 

 In addition to measures addressing science and religion, a number of variables are 

used to account for social and demographic characteristics.  Education is measured in the 

following attainment categories: 8th grade or less (1); 9th-12th grade (2); high school 

diploma (3); some college (4); vocational degree (5); college degree (6); and post 

graduate work/degree (7).  Household income per year is measured in the following 

categories: less than $10,000 (1); $10,001 to $20,000 (2); $20,001 to $35,000 (3); 

$35,001 to $50,000 (4); $50,001 to $100,000 (5); $100,001 to $150,000 (6); and more 

than $150,000 per year (7).  Gender is coded as dummy variable with female=1.  Political  

identification is measured using a question that asks “How would you describe yourself 

politically?”  Answer choices range from extremely conservative (1) to extremely liberal  

(7), with moderate (4) serving as the middle category.  Region of the country is divided 

into South, Midwest, East, and West based on delineations from the Census Bureau.  For 

multivariate analyses South is used as the reference category by including all other  

Variable Min Max Mean S.D. 
Attendance 1 9 4.74 2.93 
Salience 1 4 2.95 .95 
Literalism  1 4 2.59 1.11 
Black Prot. 0 1 .05 .21 
Catholic 0 1 .22 .42 
Evangelical  0 1 .33 .47 
Jewish 0 1 .02 .14 
Mainline 0 1 .21 .41 
None 0 1 .11 .32 
Other religion 0 1 .06 .24 
Atheist  0 1 .04 .20 
Agnostic 0 1 .06 .23 
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Table 2.3 
Descriptive Statistics for Sociodemographics from 2007 BRS 

 

regions, leaving South as the suppressed category.  The exception to this is Chapter 6, 

where West is used as a dummy variable for region due to the higher number of 

irreligious residents in this area of the country.  For race, dummy variables are created for 

the categories of white, black, and other race.  White is used as the reference category in 

multivariate analyses.  A dummy variable is used for marital status such that currently 

married=1.  Age is measured as a continuous variable with a range from 18 to 96.  

Urban/rural context is measured with a variable asking “Which of the following best 

describes the place where you now live?”  Answer choices were rural area (1), small city 

or town (2), suburb near a large city (3), and large city (4).  Table 2.3 presents descriptive 

information for the sociodemographic variables from the 2007 BRS.  

 
Comparing the 2007 BRS to Census Data and the 2008 GSS 

 
 As referenced earlier, the first wave of the Baylor Religion Survey (2005) 

compares favorably to the 2004 General Social Survey on religious, political, moral, and 

Variable Min Max Mean   S.D. 
Education  1 7 4.29 1.53 
Income 1 7 4.31 1.59 
Female 0 1 .53 .50 
Age 18 96 47.35 16.82 
Urban/rural 1 4 2.67 .95 
White 0 1 .85 .36 
Black 0 1 .08 .27 
Other race 0 1 .07 .26 
East 0 1 .22 .41 
Midwest 0 1 .24 .42 
South  0 1 .32 .47 
West  0 1 .22 .42 
Married 0 1 .65 .48 
Political ID 1 7 3.62 1.62 
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sociodemographic measures.  Since this study uses the second wave of the BRS, updated 

comparisons are warranted.  The following tables compare Wave II of the BRS (2007) to 

2008 estimates from the Census Bureau on sociodemographics and to the 2008 GSS on 

religious and political measures.  Additionally the final table compares the results from 

the two surveys concerning belief in evolution, which is one of the most important 

comparisons made because attitudes toward science serve as a focal point throughout the 

study. 

 
Demographics  

 
 Table 2.4 shows a comparison between the BRS and estimates from the Census 

Bureau on race, gender, region of the country, education, and marital status.3

                                                 
3 Information about 2008 census estimates was retrieved from 

  The Census 

Bureau estimates that in 2008 the population of the United States was 12.8% African 

American, compared to 8.1% in the BRS sample.  Whites comprise 84.7% of the BRS 

sample, but only 79.8% of the population estimate from the census.  Meanwhile census 

information places those of races other than white or black, including mixed races, at 

7.4%, which is similar to 7.2% in the BRS.  With this is mind it appears that the BRS 

contains an under-representation of African Americans.  This is one of the most 

noticeable biases in the sample.   

On the positive side (as far as representative data goes), the BRS compares 

favorably to census estimates with respect to other sociodemographics, as well on 

religious and political composition of the sample.  The proportion of men and women in 

the sample is roughly equivalent to census estimates, and the regional breakdowns are 

www.census.gov.  

http://www.census.gov/�
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Table 2.4 
Comparison of Sociodemographics  

from Census data and 2007 BRS (percentages reported) 

 

similar, with the exception that the BRS contains a slight under representation of 

respondents from the South (32.4% to 36.7% in the census).  The BRS has a more 

educated sample than census estimates for the population, likely a result of using 

telephone numbers as a sampling frame.  The BRS sample contains fewer people with 

 2008 Census Estimates 2007 BRS 
Variable   
Race   
      Black 12.8 8.1 
      Other race 7.4 7.2 
      White 79.8 84.7 
Gender   
     Men 49.3 47.0 
     Women 50.7 53.0 
Region    
     East 18.1 21.8 
     Midwest 21.9 23.4 
     South 36.7 32.4 
     West 23.3 22.5 
Education    
     LS than HS 14.2 7.8 
     HS degree 30.9 28.7 
     Some college  19.7 27.3 
     Trade degree 8.3 10.4 
     Bachelor’s degree 17.8 13.4 
     Post grad 9.1 12.2 
Household income    
     Less than 10k 7.2 7.7 
     10-20k 11.8 7.7 
     20-35k 16.6 13.1 
     35-50k 14.1 16.1 
     50-100k 30.1 34.7 
     More than 100k 20.2 20.3 
Marital Status   
      Married  59.7 65.5 
      Widowed 6.9 6.1 
      Separated 3.7 1.0 
      Divorced 9.8 8.8 
      Never married 23.6 18.9 
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less than a high school degree (7.8% to 14.2%), and a higher percentage with some 

college (27.3% to 19.7%), but is roughly the same concerning the proportion of 

respondents with some form of college degree (36% to 35.2%).  For annual household 

income the distribution of responses in the BRS sample is similar to income estimates 

from the 2008 Current Population Survey, which measures income for the year 2007, 

although the BRS has fewer respondents in the $10,000 to $35,000 range (20.8% to 

28.4%) and more in the $35,000 to $100,000 range (50.8% to 44.2%).  In comparing 

respondents’ marital statuses, the BRS sample is again similar to CPS estimates, although 

there are slightly fewer respondents in the BRS who have never been married (18.9% to 

23.6%), and more who are currently married (65.5% to 59.7%).  Overall, the sample for 

the BRS compares favorably to 2008 estimates taken from the Census Bureau.   

 
Religion Measures 

 
Turning now to a comparison of variables assessing religion, the BRS and GSS 

samples are quite similar.  21.1% of GSS respondents never attend religious service, 

which is roughly equivalent to the 23.2% of BRS respondents who never attend.  On the 

higher end of attendance, 22.1% in the GSS sample attend weekly, compared to 20.7% in 

the BRS.  The question addressing stance toward the Bible presents a difficult 

comparison between the two surveys because the response options vary.  The BRS offers 

four responses while the GSS provides three.  Additionally the responses are worded 

differently.  Overall the GSS appears to have a more “literalist” sample, while the BRS 

has a higher proportion of respondents who disavow the divinity of the Bible.   

For religious affiliation, the RELTRAD categories available on the BRS were 

condensed in order to make relevant comparisons to the GSS, which offers respondents 



65 

options of “Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, other religion, or no religion.”  In addition, 

respondents form the GSS who reported that they were “Christian” or “non-

denominational” were classified as Protestants for this comparison.  The categories of 

evangelical, mainline, and black Protestant from RELTRAD were collapsed into a 

general Protestant category for the BRS.  Overall the samples are very similar on 

proportion of Protestants, Catholics, and Jews.  For people of other religions, the BRS 

contains substantially more (6.1%) than the GSS (.6%), likely a result of providing forty 

specific denominations and religious traditions, as well as a write-in option, compared to 

the five category prompt in the GSS.   

The GSS contains a higher proportion of respondents who are religiously 

unaffiliated (16.4%) compared to the BRS (11.2%).  Initially this seems to indicate that 

the BRS has a slightly more religious sample, but a closer inspection of the theistic 

beliefs measures from the surveys casts doubt on this conclusion.  The BRS sample 

contains more agnostics (6% to 4.7%) and atheists (4.2% to 3%) than the GSS.  Taken 

together with the comparison of the Bible view measures it appears that the difference in 

religious nones is not the result of the BRS having a “more religious” sample.  If 

anything it appears that the BRS may have fewer people who are disinterested in religion, 

especially considering that the majority of the content on the survey addresses religion.  

The higher number of “other religion” respondents points to this as well.  Given the 

higher proportion of non-believers on the BRS, it appears that those who are more firmly 

irreligious were quite willing to complete the questionnaire.   
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Table 2.5 
Comparison of Religious Variables  

from 2008 GSS and 2007 BRS (percentages reported) 

 
 

 
Politics, Morality, and Evolution 

 
The final comparisons are done on political questions, as well as acceptance of 

evolution.  As previously mentioned, this is perhaps the most important comparison made 

given that this study focuses heavily on attitudes toward science.  The samples are quite 

similar on this question, with 45.4% accepting evolution in the GSS sample and 42.4% 

accepting in the BRS sample.  Similarly 42.3% do not believe humans are the product of 

 2008 GSS 2007 BRS 
Variable   
Religious attendance   
      Never  21.1 23.2 
      LS than once a year 7.0 7.7 
      Once a year 13.9 10.3 
      Several times a year 11.5 10.7 
      Once a month  6.9 3.7 
      2-3 times a month 8.6 8.0 
      Weekly  22.1 20.7 
      Several times week  8.3 9.6 
Bible views   
     Ancient book 20.1 25.5 
     Human error --- 13.3 
     Inspired 47.3 37.6 
     Literalist  32.7 23.5 
Religious affiliation    
     Protestant 54.8 58.5 
     Catholic 23.2 22.1 
     Jewish 1.9 1.9 
     Other .6 6.1 
     None 16.4 11.2 
Theistic belief   
     Atheist  3.0 4.2 
     Agnostic  4.7 6.0 
     Cosmic power 10.1 11.5 
     Sometimes believe 3.8 1.9 
     Believe w/doubts 16.3 11.6 
     No doubts 61.3 63.4 
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evolution in the GSS sample, compared to 41.9% in the BRS.4

In order to compare the samples on political issues, similar measures for attitudes 

about abortion and gay marriage are used.

  This supports the use of 

Wave II of the BRS to assess religion and science in-depth given its extensive array of 

religious and political measures and the similarity to the GSS on a central variable of 

interest. 

5

                                                 
4 The BRS question about evolution contains five response categories from strongly disagree to 

strongly agree, while the GSS only contains yes, no, and undecided as response options.  The response 
categories from the BRS are collapsed into agree, disagree, and undecided in order to be more comparable 
to the GSS. 

 
5 For abortion the GSS again had a binary response variable so the five-category metric on the 

BRS was condensed. 

  42.9% of the respondents to the GSS 

answered that abortion should be allowed if the family cannot afford the child.  39% of 

BRS respondents say it should be allowed under those circumstances.  39.2% of GSS 

respondents answer that gay marriage should be allowed in the United States, compared 

to 31.8% of BRS respondents.  Finally, the 34.2% of the GSS sample considers 

themselves conservative, 38.3% moderates, with 27.3% self-identifying as liberals.  The 

BRS contains roughly 44.8% conservatives, 29.1% moderates, and 26.1% liberals.  As a 

result it appears that the BRS has fewer moderates and more conservatives in the sample 

compared to the GSS.   

Overall, Wave II of the BRS compares favorably to the census information and 

the 2008 GSS on sociodemographic, religious, political, and moral attitudes.  In addition, 

the proportion of each sample accepting evolution is virtually the same.  Overall the most 

evident bias to note in the BRS is the under-representation of racial minorities and a 

slight over-representation of political conservatives; on all other accounts it appears to be  

populace, offering a reasonably high level of generalizability.  Having outlined 
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Table 2.6 
Comparison of Political Attitude and Acceptance of Evolution Variables  

from 2008 GSS and 2007 BRS (Percentages Reported) 

 

a sample that provides a relatively sound approximation of the attitudes of the American 

the standard variables used throughout the study and considering that the BRS sample 

represents a reasonable approximation of the attitudes of the American public, attention 

now turns to empirical assessments of the connections between science and religion in 

the United States.  

 2008 GSS 2007 BRS 
Variable   
Accept evolution    
      Yes 45.4 42.4 
      No  42.3 41.9 
      Don’t know 12.3 15.6 
Allow gay marriage   
     Strongly agree 16.5 18.2 
     Agree 22.7 13.6 
     Undecided 12.6 11.9 
     Disagree 15.8 19.9 
     Strongly disagree 31.3 36.0 
Allow abortion if poor   
     Yes  42.9 39.0 
     No  57.1 61.0 
Political stance   
     Very conservative 3.5 6.6 
     Conservative 16.9 27.5 
     Lean conservative 13.8 10.7 
     Moderate  38.3 29.1 
     Lean liberal   11.4 8.9 
     Liberal   12.4 13.0 
     Very liberal  3.5 4.2 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Who Perceives a Conflict? 
 

Today the popular image of the “warfare between science and religion” is 
perpetuated by the media, for whom a controversy is more dramatic than the more 
subtle and discriminating positions between the extremes of scientific materialism 
and biblical literalism  

 
—Ian Barbour, 2000, p.10  

 
 

Considering the prevalence of the conflict narrative between science and religion 

present in previous treatments of the topic, as well as in the public consciousness when 

these issues are discussed, assessing perceptions of conflict between science and religion 

is an appropriate place to begin empirical analyses.  Based on popular discursive trends, 

even those advocating accommodation between science and religion often operate with a 

conciliatory tone, pleading their case against the idea that the two are “at war.”  Even for 

those not perceiving a conflict, the issue of conflict remains a starting point for discussing 

science and religion.  In this way, polemicists of both sides have effectively shifted the 

locus of the debate into their preferred discursive space.  In spite of all the interest in the 

connections between science and religion among academics and the discursive positions 

advanced by Richard Dawkins, the late evangelist Jerry Falwell, and all those in between, 

the question still remains: Sociologically speaking, who perceives a conflict between 

science and religion?  Within this chapter the empirical question of who among the 

American public perceives a conflict is addressed.  

As was outlined in the Chapter 1, it is assumed here that the relationship between 

science and religion for individuals is determined by socially constructed understandings 
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of each, rather than any inherent compatibilities or conflicts between these approaches to 

the world.  One can easily advance defenses of compatibility or antagonism depending on 

the manner in which each sphere is constructed and construed.  Einstein was correct that 

the debate hinges on how religion and science are conceptualized.  Moreover, 

epistemological positions do not need to be internally consistent to be held by people, as 

firm mental compartmentalization is also possible (Wuthnow, 1981).  Consequently the 

most beneficial approach for examining the connections made among the public at 

large—rather than among academics, professional scientists, and theoreticians—is to 

conceptualize both science and religion as socially constructed ideologies and 

perspectives that require mental boundary work.  To undertake this task requires that any 

issues of philosophical antagonism or compatibility between the two spheres remain the 

domain of philosophers.  As John and Michael Evans asserted, “At minimum, we suggest 

that future sociologists who examine the relationship between science and religion not 

assume the epistemological conflict model, but rather leave the source of contestation as 

an empirical question” (2008, p. 101).   

 
Positions Compatible with Conflict 

 
 In order to generate expectations about the empirical realities that exist within 

American culture, a “mid-range” theory about the connections between science and 

religion is needed.  There is reason to believe that the views of the general public 

regarding religious issues—and more specifically issues of epistemic authority—do not 

match those of academic or religious elites, as most people operate with a “working 

theology” that has more to do with everyday application than explicitly articulated, 

abstracted theoretical systems (Hunter, 1991).  Additionally many Americans do not have 
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in-depth knowledge of official religious doctrines; even within their own faith (see 

Prothero, 2007).  Similarly, public knowledge of scientific principles and findings is 

limited, as 72% of Americans claim they do not to have a good understanding of what the 

term “scientific study” even means (2008 General Social Survey).      

Consequently it is important to assess the sociological factors that influence 

positions assumed regarding science and religion, rather than relying on theoretical 

conjecture.  As noted, studies in the social sciences dealing with science and religion 

often operate from positions privileging science and fail to provide specific testable 

hypotheses.  For these reasons, this chapter will empirically test ideas outlined by Ian G. 

Barbour,1

Barbour posits that there are four general positions people take concerning the 

connections between science and religion: conflict, independence, dialogue, and 

integration.

 a long-time commentator on issues of science and religion, as his work offers a 

thorough explication of the possible positions individuals may take on the connections 

between science and religion (see Barbour, 1966, 1974, 1990, 1997, 2000, 2002).  

2

                                                 
1 Barbour’s views and scholarship on science and religion are seminal in the emerging sub-field of 

religion and science studies.  He has extensive training in both physics and theology.  Although his later 
works further outline many of the themes explored in Issues in Science and Religion (1966), this work 
remains his magnum opus, laying out the puzzles and ideas that pervade all of his future work on the topic.  

  
2 There are other positions such as ignorance, but those will not be dealt with explicitly here. 

  Independence is exemplified by the views of late paleontologist Steven Jay 

Gould (1999) who referred to science and religion as “non-overlapping magesteria” or 

NOMA.  Other positions include some versions of neo-orthodoxy such as those asserted 

by theologian Karl Barth where the divine revelations of God are posited as being beyond 

the methods of science.  Dialogue is represented by the position taken by Einstein 

outlined in the first chapter, or the views of physicist and theologian John Polkinghorne 
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(1998).  Integration is the view that science and religion necessarily intermingle, and is 

represented by approaches like natural theology, deism, or Barbour’s own preferred 

framework of “process theology.”  There are a multitude of variations and permutations 

on these themes beyond those presented, but the four general positions provide a concise 

distillation of the perspectives available. 

 Concerning the position of conflict, Barbour posits that there are two broad 

positions generally employed: scientific materialism and Biblical literalism.3  Scientific 

materialism is the view that reality consists of only what is verifiable or presumably 

verifiable by the observational and experiential methods of science, and therefore that 

“matter is the fundamental reality of the universe” (2000, p. 11, italics added).  As 

Barbour outlines, materialism is a metaphysical claim about the nature of reality, while 

the “scientific” modifier indicates the privileged epistemology for examining this reality.  

Scientific materialism is defended by advocates such as the late analytic philosopher 

Bertrand Russell ([1935] 1997) and Harvard entomologist E. O. Wilson (1975), who 

contend that all things can be explained by reference to their constituent material process 

as understood through the scientific method.  Wilson’s position is especially interesting 

in that he additionally claims that human sociological patterns can be explained by 

reference to their biological properties and predispositions in a disciplinary synthesis he 

terms sociobiology. 4

                                                 
3 In informal conversations Peter Berger has noted that these positions each represent attempts to 

reclaim certainty in an increasingly pluralistic world, and therefore share similarities in their discursive 
antecedents. 

 
4 For other sociobiological perspectives see Alexander (1979); Boyer (2002); Kamolnick (2005); 

Sanderson (2001); Sussman and Chapman (2004). 

  This position assumes a metaphysical position predicated on 

scientific questions and methods. 
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 The position of Biblical literalism is taken by those who believe that the Bible is 

inerrant, and therefore to be taken literally and directly on all topics, including questions 

beyond morality and spirituality.5  As Jerry Falwell stated, “The Bible is the inerrant… 

word of the living God.  It is absolutely infallible, without error in all matters pertaining 

to faith and practice, as well as in areas such as geography, science, history, etc.” (1982, 

p. 26).  Those who take the Bible literally and feel that it is the ultimate arbiter of Truth 

are more likely to view science and religion as conflicting, as claims made by 

institutional scientists, especially concerning evolution and the age of the earth, 

contradict a literalist reading of the account of human origins found in Genesis.6

 The variable addressing whether science and religion are in conflict will be the 

primary focus of this chapter.  Recalling information from the previous chapter regarding 

the frequency distribution of responses to this question (Table 2.1), a relatively low 

proportion of respondents (17%) agree that science and religion are incompatible 

compared to the amount of publicity conflictual approaches receive.  Further, only 6% of 

Americans “strongly agree” that the two spheres are incompatible.  Meanwhile over 69% 

of respondents disagree with incompatibility stances, suggesting that while epistemic 

     

 Drawing on the perspective outlined by Barbour, it is expected that there will be 

two distinct types of Americans who perceive a conflict between science and religion: 

scientific materialists and Biblical literalists.             

 
Variables and Analytic Strategy 

 

                                                 
5 Clearly religions other than Christianity make take positions in which science is subsumed or 

denied at the expense of a sacred text.  Still, in the American context it is most productive to work from a 
point of “Biblical” literalism.   

 
6 Even “literalists” still take certain pieces of texts metaphorically, even if they do not realize it.  

Biblical literalists would be unlikely to report that the Kingdom of God is actually a mustard seed.  
Literalism is an identity embedded in a discursive community and ultimately an interpretive position. 
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conflict may remain a heated topic in the academic and public discourse, it is not a 

position taken by a large proportion of the American populace.   

In assessing the perception of conflict I will utilize sociodemographic and 

religious variables outlined in the previous chapter.  The religious variables used are 

attendance at religious services, religious salience, religious tradition, and most 

importantly, Biblical literalism.  In order to empirically assess whether there is a 

curvilinear relationship between the Biblical literalism measure and perceiving religion 

and science as being in conflict, a quadratic term was created (literalism X literalism) and 

included in a model predicting the attitude that science and religion are antagonistic.  

This was done to determine if the opinion of irreconcilability is most common among 

strict literalists and those who deny the divinity of the Bible.  In other words, to see 

whether those denying the divinity of the Bible are likely to perceive an epistemological 

conflict and view science as “the winner,” while strict Biblical literalists are likely to 

perceive an epistemological conflict with religion as “the winner.” 

 Analytically the first step was to determine the level of perceptions of conflict 

among the general public through simple frequencies of responses to the question on this 

topic.  Next, bivariate relationships between a perception of conflict and 

sociodemographic and religious variables are outlined.  An OLS regression analysis is 

then conducted on the dependent variable of interest.  Information from both the bivariate 

assessments and the multivariate model indicate that there are two distinctive groups 

perceiving a conflict.  These groups are then delineated using an additional measure from 

the battery of questions on science.  Once these groups have been identified, the social 

patternings of each grouping are outlined with bivariate analysis and a multinominal 
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logistic regression predicting who ends up in each conflict group relative to those not 

perceiving a conflict.  At this stage in the analyses, absence of belief in the supernatural 

(atheist or agnostic) is introduced into the analytical frame.  Finally, these groupings are 

examined on political outcomes, bringing the vast differences between them into sharper 

relief.  

 
Results 

 
 
Perceptions of Conflict 

Table 3.1 presents the results of crosstab analyses between independent variables 

of interest and the dependent variable.  The figures represent the percentage of 

respondents in each response category for the independent variables who “agree” or 

“strongly agree” that religion and science are incompatible.   

 23% of those who deny the divinity of the Bible agree or strongly agree that 

religion and science are in conflict; a number very similar to the 21% of Biblical 

literalists who agree.  The numbers for these drastically different categories are similar in 

that each is more likely to perceive a conflict than those in the middle categories on the 

stance toward the Bible question; however, it is clear that each may be perceiving a 

different “winner” in the conflict.  Meanwhile 10% of those believing the Bible contains 

some human error and 12% of those believing the Bible is divinely inspired but needs 

interpretation agree that religion and science are incompatible.   

For religious salience, 33% of those considering themselves not at all religious 

agree that religion and science are incompatible, compared to 12% who consider 

themselves very religious.  For religious tradition, the categories with the highest 
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proportion perceiving a conflict are black Protestants (28%) and the religiously 

unaffiliated (27%), again suggesting that there are two very different types of respondents  

 
Table 3.1  

Percentage Who “Agree” or “Strongly Agree”  
That Science and Religion are in Conflict (row percentages)  

 

 

 

Variable  Religion and Science are Incompatible 
View of Bible  
     History and legends 23.1 
     Human error 9.6 
     Interpret meaning  12.2 
     Literalist  21.4 
Religious Salience   
     Not at all religious 33.1 
     Not too religious  18.8 
     Somewhat religious 14.3 
     Very religious  11.8 
RELTRAD  
     Evangelical  14.5 
     Black Protestant 28.2 
     Mainline Protestant 12.4 
     Catholic 16.6 
     Jewish 10.3 
     Religious other  10.9 
     No religion 26.9 
Political Identity   
     Very conservative  14.5 
     Conservative  17.3 
     Leaning conservative 14.1 
     Moderate 18.0 
     Leaning liberal  19.0 
     Liberal  15.6 
     Very liberal  15.1 
Education   
     Less than HS 22.8 
     HS diploma 21.1 
     Some college/Voc. 16.0 
     College grad 12.1 
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perceiving a conflict.  The proportions for political identity are fairly even, with the 

highest proportion agreeing among those “leaning liberal” (19%).  Meanwhile, perception 

of a conflict between religion and science decreases as education level increases, with 

23% of those with less than a high school degree agreeing that the two are incompatible, 

compared with 12% of those with a college degree.7

These findings have interesting implications.  On one level, we see that two 

disparate groups end up with similar answers to a question about the connections between 

religion and science; however, these findings also suggest that a further decomposition of 

  

 
Distinguishing Between the Types of Conflict 
 

Table 3.2 displays the results for OLS models predicting level of agreement with 

the statement that religion and science are incompatible.  The primary variable of interest 

here is Biblical literalism.  Tellingly, literalism does not have a significant linear impact 

on the perception of incompatibility in Model 2.  Model 3 includes the quadratic term to 

determine if the curvilinear relationship between view of the Bible and thinking that 

religion and science are incompatible persists in a multivariate context.  In this model the 

original literalism variable becomes significant and negative (b=-.645, p≤.001), while the 

quadratic term is significant and positive (b=.122, p≤.001).  Figure 3.1 graphically 

displays the results from these variables and shows that agreeing that religion and science 

are in conflict is higher among those who deny the divinity of the Bible and those who 

are strict literalists, net of other factors.  The epistemological conflict narrative between 

science and religion is not a one-way street—rather, those who identify as strict literalists 

may also espouse incompatibility, but privilege religion rather than science.   

                                                 
7 For this table the education measure was condensed to make it more concise in crosstab analysis.  

The forthcoming multivariate models use the full measure. 
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the variable inquiring about incompatibility is necessary to parse out the distinct 

groupings into those perceiving a conflict and privileging science and those perceiving a  

 
Table 3.2 

OLS Models Predicting Perception of a Conflict between Science and Religion 
(unstandardized coefficients)  

*** P≤.001   ** P≤ .01   * P≤.05          (two-tailed tests) 
a: White is reference category   
b: South is reference category  
c: Evangelicals are reference category 
 

Variable  Science and Religion are Incompatible 
Constant 2.897*** 3.555*** 4.070*** 
Sociodemographics    
     Education  -.133*** -.123*** -.121*** 
     Income  -.065** -.095*** -.093*** 
     Female  -.109 -.019 -.027 
     Age  .005** .005** .004* 
     Blacka .588*** .624*** .617*** 
     Other racea .073 .147 .161 
     Political Identity .074*** .018 .024 
     Eastb  -.040 -.074 -.081 
     Midwestb -.348*** -.369*** -.363*** 
     Westb -.007 -.036 -.044 
     Married .020 .058 .058 
     Rural  -.010 .011 .007 
RELTRADc    
     Black Protestant             --- .039 .041 
     Mainline             --- .038 .094 
     Catholic             --- .206* .262** 
     Jewish              --- .049 .007 
     Other religion             --- -.024 -.009 
     No religion              --- .145 .103 
Religiosity     
     Literalism              --- -.041 -.645*** 
     Salience             --- -.190*** -.158** 
     Attendance             --- -.004 -.009 
Quadratic    
     Literalism sq.             ---             --- .122*** 
Adjusted R2 .099 .131 .141 
N 1392 1235 1235 
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conflict and privileging religion.  In other words, since there are distinctive sub-groups, it 

would be insightful to further examine the distinctions between them.  

To pursue this path, it was necessary to use a second variable to delineate the groupings.  

First, the sample was divided into those who agree or strongly agree that science and 

religion are incompatible, and the rest of the sample not perceiving incompatibility.  

Then, in order to further sub-divide the group perceiving a conflict into pro-religion and 

pro-science camps, another measure was used that asked for level of agreement with the 

statement “we rely too much on science and not enough on faith.”  Respondents 

answering that religion and science are incompatible and agreeing that “we rely too much 

on science” were placed into one group, while those affirming incompatibility and 

disagreeing that “we rely too much on science” were placed into another group.  This 

results in three overall groupings within the sample: (1) respondents who do not perceive 

incompatibility; (2) those affirming incompatibility and agreeing that science is relied on 

too heavily; and (3) those affirming incompatibility and disagreeing that “we rely too 

much on science.”  These three groupings are compared using percentages and means in 

relation to sociodemographic and religious variables, as displayed in Tables 3.3 and 3.4. 

Table 3.3 displays row percentages for the categorical variables that have been utilized so 

far, and adds the (absence of) belief categories of being an atheist or agnostic.  First, the 

group affirming incompatibility and favoring science is examined.  A higher proportion 

of males (10%) fit into this category than females (6%).  For region of the country, a 

higher percentage of respondents living in the West (12%) and East (9%) espouse this 

view than those in the Midwest (5%) or South (8%).  The proportions of whites (8%) and 

African-Americans (6%) in this group are similar.  For location of residence, a higher 
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Table 3.3 
Crosstab Comparison of Various Groups Perceiving a Conflict and Those  

Not Perceiving a Conflict (row percentages) 

 

proportion of those living in urban areas (13%) fit into this category as compared to those 

in rural areas (5%).  For religious tradition, the categories with the highest proportion 

fitting the distinction of perceiving conflict and favoring science are among those 

claiming no religion (26%).  Meanwhile the lowest proportions are among “other 

religions” (4%), evangelicals (5%), and black Protestants (5%).  Concerning absence of 

belief in God, 50% of atheists and 24% of agnostics fit this distinction. 

 Incompatible – 
Science 

Incompatible – 
Religion 

Science/Religion 
Not Incompatible 

Gender    
     Male  10.3 7.7 81.9 
     Female  6.4 7.7 85.9 
Region     
     East  9.2 6.4 84.4 
     West  12.2 5.1 82.7 
     Midwest  4.7 3.1 92.2 
     South  7.5 13.7 78.8 
Race    
    White  8.3 6.0 85.7 
     Black 6.2 23.1 70.8 
     Other race 10.3 11.1 78.6 
Urban/Rural    
     Large city 13.0 7.7 79.3 
     Suburb 7.3 5.9 86.8 
     Small town 8.5 8.2 83.2 
     Rural area 5.1 9.9 85.0 
RELTRAD    
     Evangelical  5.1 8.9 85.9 
     Mainline 6.1 5.5 88.5 
     Black Protestant 5.2 22.1 72.7 
     Catholic 6.8 8.2 84.9 
     Jewish  10.0 0.0 90.0 
     Other religion  4.1 7.2 88.7 
     No religion 25.6 1.1 73.3 
Theistic Non-Belief     
     Atheist  50.0 0.0 50.0 
     Agnostic  24.0 1.0 75.0 
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Next, I examine the results for Table 3.3 concerning the group perceiving 

incompatibility and agreeing that “we rely too much on science.”  For gender there is an 

even split, with 8% of males and females each fitting this description.  For region of the 

country, a higher proportion of those living in the South (14%) fit this grouping 

compared to other regions.  A much higher proportion of African-Americans fit this 

distinction (23%) as compared to whites (6%).  Location of residence is fairly evenly 

distributed on this issue, but the highest proportion is found among those in rural areas 

(10%).  For religious tradition, a much higher proportion of black Protestants (22%) fit 

this category, even compared to evangelicals (9%).  The lowest proportions of those in a 

religious tradition in this grouping are found among Jews, none of whom fit the category, 

and those claiming no religion (1%).  Not surprisingly, there are no atheists in this 

category and only 1% of agnostics.   

 
Table 3.4 

Means Comparison of Various Groups Perceiving a Conflict  
and Those Not Perceiving a Conflict    

  *** P≤.001   ** P≤ .01   * P≤.05          (One-way ANOVA) 
 

Table 3.4 displays the means on ordinal and continuous variables for the three 

groupings.  For the current purposes, the focus will be on comparing the incompatible 

science-focused versus the incompatible religion-focused categories.  For education, 

 Incompatible – 
Science 

Incompatible – 
Religion 

Science/Religion 
Compatible 

Education***  4.41 3.61 4.34 
Income***  4.52 3.19 4.39 
Age  44.80 48.60 47.50 
Political Identity*** 4.08 3.17 3.61 
Attendance*** 1.49 4.89 3.85 
Literalism***  1.62 3.40 2.61 
Religious Salience*** 2.00 3.27 3.02 
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those in the science-privileging group have a higher average level education (4.41) than 

those in the religion-privileging group (3.61).  Similarly, the science group also has a 

higher mean score on annual income (4.52 to 3.19).  For political identification, those in 

the science grouping tend to be more politically liberal (4.08) than those in the religion 

grouping (3.17).  On all three measures of religiosity, the science-focused category is 

substantially lower than the religion-focused category.  This is not surprising considering 

that the question used to sort the groups involves religion, but it provides more 

substantive information on the differences between the categories.   

Next, multinomial logistic regression was used to predict who ends up in each 

group affirming incompatibility as compared to those who do not perceive a conflict.  

Model 1 predicts being in the incompatible science-focused group (1) vs. those 

perceiving no conflict (0).  Model 2 predicts being in the incompatible religion-focused 

group (1) vs. perceiving no conflict (0).  These results are then compared to further 

explicate what sociologically differentiates these groupings. 

  Model 1 in Table 3.5 comparing respondents who do not perceive a conflict to 

those who do and see science as the “winner” shows that the only significant difference 

between these groups is found among race and religious beliefs.  White respondents are 

54% less likely to perceive a conflict and privilege science, net of other factors; however, 

this is a contextualized effect and the result of model specification that includes a control 

for black Protestantism as a religious tradition, as can be seen in the bivariate results for 

race.     

The religious variables are the key to understanding this group.  Each unit 

increase on the Biblical literalism measure makes a respondent 48% less likely to fall into 
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Table 3.5 
Multinomial Logistic Regression Predicting Perceptions of Conflict  

(odds ratios reported) 

 *** P≤.001   ** P≤ .01   * P≤.05          (two-tailed tests) 
a: White is reference category   
b: South is reference category  
c: Theistic believers are reference category  
 

the epistemological conflict view favoring science.  Atheists are over 10.6 times as likely 

as theistic believers to perceive a conflict and privilege science.  Similarly, but less 

drastically, agnostics are over 4.7 times as likely to be in the predicted category compared 

    Incompatible – Science 
Vs. Compatible 

Incompatible – Religion 
Vs. Compatible 

Sociodemographics   
     Education .931 .793* 
     Income .939 .683*** 
     Female  1.348 .640 
     Age .993 1.009 
     Blacka   2.568 2.513** 
     Other racesa 2.069 1.605 
     Political ID (liberal) .889 1.039 
     Eastb  1.042 .881 
     Midwestb  .575 .233*** 
     Westb  1.079 .694 
     Married  1.264 .961 
     Rural  .843 1.091 
Religiosity    
     Literalism  .516*** 1.679*** 
     Salience 1.173 1.095 
     Attendance .910 1.126 
     Atheistc  10.601***                    --- 
     Agnosticc  4.676* .450 
   
N 1274 1274 
Nagelkerke R2 .314 .314 
-2 log likelihood 1057.195*** 1057.195*** 
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to those believing in some form of the divine.8

It is telling that no sociodemographic predictors are significant in Model 1.  Other 

than attitude toward the Bible and being an atheist or agnostic, those who perceive no 

conflict between science and religion and those who perceive a conflict and privilege 

science are very similar.  Literalism and irreligion are the salient factors for this issue.  

Model 2 predicts the likelihood of perceiving a conflict and privileging religion compared 

to those not perceiving a conflict.  In contrast to Model 1, Model 2 contains a number of 

statistically significant sociodemographic predictors.  Higher levels of income and 

education make a respondent less likely to fall into the predicted category, such that each 

unit increase on the income scale results in a 32% decrease in the odds of perceiving a 

conflict and privileging religion, while each increase on the education measure results in 

a 21% decrease in the odds of being in this group.  African-Americans are 2.5 times more 

likely to fall into this category compared to whites.  Meanwhile those living in the 

Midwest are 77% less likely to be in this grouping than those living in the South.  Atheist 

respondents are omitted from the second model because none of them fall into the 

category being predicted.

  A further exploration of the role of 

science in the worldviews of the irreligious is presented in Chapter 6.   

9

                                                 
8 The religiously unaffiliated are significantly less likely than evangelicals to be in the predicted 

category, but this variable only becomes significant after controlling for being an atheist or agnostic, 
meaning that the remaining religious nones are in effect “unchurched believers” (see Baker & Smith, 
2009b; Hout & Fischer, 2002).   

 
9 The RELTRAD scheme was omitted from these models due to the significant overlap between 

the categories of non-theistic belief and some of the groupings in RELTRAD, especially Jewish 
respondents and those claiming no religion (see Baker & Smith, 2009b). 

  Biblical literalism has the opposite effect in Model 2 

compared to Model 1, with each increase on the literalism measure resulting in a 

respondent being 70% more likely to perceive an epistemological conflict between 

religion and science, with religion being privileged. 
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Consequences of Perceiving a Conflict 
 

The analysis now turns to examine the differences in political attitudes between 

the three sub-groups outlined.  Table 3.6 shows the percentages within each sub-grouping 

who agree with various political outcomes associated with what has been termed a 

“sacralization ideology” supporting a strong role for religion in the public sphere.  This 

view not only impacts attitudes toward political policies involving religion, but also 

support of controversial foreign policy such as the Iraq War (Froese & Mencken, 2009).  

In order to assess this topic four questions are used that ask, “To what extent would you 

agree that the federal government should…”  Four options in the battery were: “declare 

the United States a Christian nation,” “advocate Christian values,” “allow the display of 

religious symbols in public spaces,” and “allow prayer in public schools.”  Answer 

choices range from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).     

Roughly 7% of those perceiving a conflict and privileging science believe that the 

United States should be declared a Christian nation, compared to 55% of those 

privileging religion.  Similarly 24% of those in the science grouping respond that the 

American government should advocate Christian values, compared to 86% of those in the 

religion group.  Similar discrepancies can be seen between the measures of support for 

prayer in public schools and the display of religious symbols in public.  These measures 

are combined to create an additive scale of sacralization ideology, which has a 

Cronbach’s alpha of .868.   

Table 3.7 depicts an OLS regression model predicting respondents’ scores on the  

sacralization ideology scale, and shows that there are substantial differences on this 

outcome between those who do not perceive a conflict between science and religion and 
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Table 3.6 
Crosstab Comparison of Political Views by Perception of Conflict  

 (proportion within sub-grouping who “agree” or “strongly agree”) 

 

those who do.  Those perceiving a conflict and privileging science average significantly 

lower scores than those who do not perceive a conflict (b=-.833, p≤.05), while those 

privileging religion average higher scores on the scale (b=1.074, p≤.01), over and above 

the significant effects of religious tradition, literalism, political identity, and 

sociodemographics.  These findings indicate that the differing opinions Americans take 

regarding the connections between science and religion have an important connection to 

political outcomes, a theme that will be further explored in Chapter 7.  

 
Theoretical Implications of the Trends of Conflict Perception  

 
The findings presented in this chapter help illustrate some of the sociological 

patterns of perceiving religion and science as incompatible.  Decomposition of those  

agreeing with incompatibility reveals two distinctive groups: those who privilege science 

and those who privilege religion, empirically supporting the utility of Ian Barbour’s 

distinctions for better understanding these debates.  Further examining these two 

categories demonstrates how distinct from one another they are.  Those who view science 

and religion as incompatible while favoring science are very similar in terms of  

Religion in Public 
Measures 

Incompatible – 
Science 

Incompatible – 
Religion 

Science/Religion 
Not Incompatible 

Declare U.S. 
Christian Nation  

7.4 55.1 26.1 

Gov. Advocate 
Christian Values 

24.4 85.5 55.1 

Allow Public Display 
of Religious Symbols 

46.3 87.3 68.8 

Allow Prayer in 
Public School 

38.3 93.7 70.0 
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Table 3.7 

OLS Regression Predicting Sacralization Ideology  
with Perception of Conflict Sub-Groupings   

    *** P≤.001   ** P≤ .01   * P≤.05          (two-tailed tests) 
       a: White is reference category 
       b: South is reference category 
       c: Evangelicals are reference category 
       d: Those not perceiving a conflict between science and religion are excluded category 
 

sociodemographics to those who do not perceive a conflict between the two.  Where they 

differ is in attitude toward the Bible and theistic belief, as people in this group are less 

Variables b Beta 
Intercept  11.165 --- 
Sociodemographics   
     Education -.218***  -.070 
     Income -.198** -.065 
     Female  .537** .056 
     Age .011 .036 
     Blacka .765 .041 
     Other racesa .535 .028 
     Political ID (liberal)  -.756*** -.262 
     Eastb  -.462 -.039 
     Midwestb -.253 -.023 
     Westb -.145 -.013 
     Married  .439* .043 
     Rural  .186 .037 
RELTRADc   
     Black Protestant -.360 -.015 
     Mainline -.523* -.044 
     Catholic -.323 -.028 
     Jewish -3.813*** -.117 
     Other religion -1.942*** -.101 
     No religion  -2.692*** -.181 
Religiosity    
     Literalism .980*** .229 
     Salience .749*** .149 
     Attendance .070 .043 
Science/Religion Conflictd   
     Privilege Science  -.833* -.047 
     Privilege Religion  1.074** .060 
   
Adjusted R2 .596 --- 
N 1233 --- 
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likely to be literalists and more likely to identify as atheist or agnostic.  Meanwhile, those 

perceiving incompatibility and privileging religion tend to be of lower socioeconomic 

status, live in the South, and take the Bible more literally. 

Perhaps most importantly, only a relatively small percentage of the general public 

believes that science and religion are incompatible.  So while the debate continues in 

academic and public discourse, the majority of Americans perceive no inherent 

incongruities between these spheres of social life.  From the perspective of social 

construction, it appears that the majority of Americans make their conceptions of religion 

and science malleable or compartmentalized enough to peaceably co-exist.  Further, 

when it comes to the epistemological conflict narrative highlighted by Evans and Evans 

(2008), an intriguing story emerges; while the potential conflict between science and 

religion has been approached from the perspective that science may undermine religion, 

the results here show that another side of the epistemic conflict narrative exists.  Out of a 

total of 269 respondents answering that science and religion were incompatible (roughly 

17% of the sample), 135 could be categorized as privileging science and 127 could be 

classified as privileging religion.10

These findings have implications for social scientists intending to pursue the 

study of the epistemological conflict narrative among the general population rather than 

in the theoretical realm.  Namely, we must be aware of these two distinctive groups and 

wary of considering all people who perceive a conflict between science and religion to be 

  This demonstrates that those perceiving 

incompatibility are not only strict materialists favoring science.  Instead there is an almost 

even split between those privileging science and those privileging religion.   

                                                 
10Only seven respondents perceiving science and religion as incompatible were “undecided” on 

whether science is relied upon too heavily.    
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represented by the work of scientific materialists.  Concerning the broader research 

program of examining the connections between science and religion among the general 

public, these findings suggest that the empirical realities have been poorly reflected in 

academic discourse.  As a consequence, studies of the general public require a separate 

line of inquiry that is informed—but not driven by—the epistemic debates prevalent in 

the academy.  

Overall, the findings of this chapter reveal a picture of incongruence between the 

hotly contested issues of the Ivory Tower and the prevalence of such debates among the 

public at large.  This has implications for furthering our sociological understanding of 

how science and religion interact, as well as for more accurately depicting the nature of 

conflicts when they arise.  The sociology of religion has experienced a renaissance in the 

past fifty years, as researchers have begun to more thoroughly map the religious 

landscape of beliefs, attitudes, and actions.  The sociology of science, while making some 

impressive intellectual strides, has remained mired in theoretical in-fighting (Shapin, 

1995), as well an academic battle with scientists themselves over the nature of their 

enterprise (Gieryn, 1999).  Meanwhile the opportunity to study the sociological patterns 

of attitudes toward science, as well as how these attitudes may relate to other issues such 

as religion, education, or political views remains relatively open. 

 Moving forward it is crucial to incorporate insights from the sociologies of 

religion and science, in that both have extensively highlighted the cultural and socially 

contingent nature of these institutions; and to deploy these perspectives toward the study 

of what people more generally are thinking and doing.  Abstract theory, philosophy, and 

science and theology proper cannot fully tell us about broader ideological trends—rather, 
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they are simply part of these trends and therefore constitute a domain of study for 

sociological inquiry (e.g. Evans, 2002).  In general, polemics on these topics are an 

important aspect of particular perspectives, but they remain myopic vantage points for a 

more comprehensive social science.  These considerations effectively open up the inquiry 

into the realm of public opinion and the sociological factors that influence these trends 

and patterns.  Accordingly, the remainder of this study works toward this end.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Evolution and Creationism  
 

The contest between evolution and Christianity is a duel to the death  
 

—William Jennings Bryan [1925], as quoted in Larson, 1997, p. 143 
 
Can any rational person believe that the Bible is anything but a human document? 
We now know pretty well where the various books came from, and about when 
they were written. We know that they were written by human beings who had no 
knowledge of science, little knowledge of life, and were influenced by the 
barbarous morality of primitive times, and were grossly ignorant of most things 
that men know today  
 

—Clarence Darrow, [1899] 1995, p. 15 
 

I’d like to say to the good citizens of Dover: If there is a disaster in your area, 
don’t turn to God.  You just rejected him from your city… If they have future 
problems in Dover I recommend they call on Charles Darwin, maybe he can help 
them  
 

—Pat Robertson, as quoted in Associated Press story, Nov. 11th, 2005 
 

History repeats itself.  That is one of the things wrong with history  
 

—Clarence Darrow, as quoted in Peter, 1977, p. 248 
 
 

Of all the issues concerning the connections between science and religion, 

creationism and evolution continue to be the most visible and prominent in public 

discourse and imagination.  This is not a recent development; such debates have been 

ongoing since the initial diffusion of Darwin’s theory about the origin of species 

(Numbers, 1998).  Little wonder that the debate stirs so much passion, as it concerns a 

central existential question for humanity: What is our origin?  Although the institutional 

backing by science and public education has shifted in favor of evolution over the past 
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century, a substantial proportion of the American public remain unconvinced by 

evolutionary accounts.  Accordingly, disputes over school curricula continue to flare up 

at different levels of education and in varying geographic locations. 

These debates are not confined only to local school boards.  In the spring of 2007, 

the Republican Party launched the search for its nominee in the 2008 Presidential election 

by staging the first of many primary debates.  Because it was so early in the process, the 

pool of potential candidates was relatively large, with ten men asserting serious 

aspirations to be the nominee and taking part in the debate.  Among the many topics 

covered during the discussion, the potential nominees were asked, by a show of hands, 

who did not believe in evolution.  Three participants—Arkansas Governor Mike 

Huckabee, Kansas Senator Sam Brownback, and House Representative Tom Tancredo of 

Colorado—affirmed that they did not believe evolution to be true.  Huckabee would later 

elaborate during the third primary debate that he found the question unfair, as there were 

many nuances and unknowns involved in questions of earth and life origins that he 

simply could not speculate on.  His seeming ambivalence toward the topic was echoed by 

eventual nominee John McCain, who stated during the debate that he did accept 

evolution, but qualified that “the hand of God is there also.”  Appropriately (as 

representatives and reflections of the general public), these political figures presented a 

deeply divided and uncertain collection of opinions toward issues of evolution and 

creationism.1

                                                 
1 When dealing with the public rhetoric of political figures it is important to consider that they 

must walk fine lines on contentious issues.  That is precisely the case with evolution and the Republican 
Party’s more religiously conservative constituency.  This is indicative of the point at hand—that as 
reflections of the attitudes of the general public, these episodes connote ambivalence.     
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Public debates about evolution and creationism have a long-running history in the 

United States dating to well before the infamous Scopes Trial.  As a result it is necessary 

to frame these issues in historical context, and court cases provide the most evident 

instances of boundary maintenance between science and religion (and the state’s role as 

arbiter).  Consequently they serve to orient a more sociological understanding of these 

issues in contemporary society. 

 
Darwin, the Bible, and the Courts 

 
Although the Scopes Trial remains a cultural touchstone for debates about science 

and religion, both in the classroom and the courtroom, it is but one prominent episode in 

an ongoing conflict of interests between factions dedicated to specific ideas and causes. 

Historians of science Ronald Numbers (1998, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2009; Numbers & 

Stephens, 1999) and Edward Larson (1987, 1995, 1997, 2003, 2004, 2007) have 

assembled voluminous accounts of the history of these conflicts, and their work offers 

historical context that is crucial to understanding contemporary debates.  Their work is 

highly recommended to the interested reader, but a brief overview of some of the most 

important twists and turns in these legal skirmishes is worth recounting. 

The story of evolutionary perspectives, creationism, interpretations of the 

Establishment Clause of the First Amendment, and the approved curriculum for schools 

of various types contains multiple symbolic instances of boundary definition and 

maintenance between science and other social institutions.  Applying Gieryn’s (1983, 

1999) spatial metaphor, these are instances of official demarcation of the legitimate 

domain and claims of science, which has progressively expanded since its consolidation 

into a discrete, and ultimately powerful, social institution.  Tracing the court cases 
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involving evolution and creationism in schools reveals the shifting balance of power from 

religious to scientific sources of authority concerning the more institutionally legitimated 

account of knowledge pertaining to human origins.  In the previous century, evolutionary 

thought began to permeate the life sciences—a paradigm shift in the Kuhnian sense.  In 

concert with this was the increasingly consolidated and socially legitimated power of 

science as a social institution.2

While the Scopes Trial is not the only important episode to cover—nor the most 

important form a legal standpoint—it is nevertheless appropriate to use the (then dubbed) 

“trial of the century” as an entry point into the legal morass and public discourse over 

evolution, creationism, and the state, as such legal battles are a “central manifestation of 

the popular response to evolutionary thought in America” (Larson, 2003, p. 4).  Further, 

these battles represent “efforts to reconcile public science—that is, publicly supported 

science teaching and related activities—with popular opinion” (p. 4, italics added).  

Although occupying a prominent place in popular consciousness, the Scopes Trial 

remains misunderstood in public discourse.  While tides were beginning to turn within 

  As science gained influence as the hegemonic source of 

knowledge about the material world, partly as a result of state funding and support during 

the Cold War, it simultaneously pushed out synthetic efforts to bring the supernatural into 

officially sanctioned scientific theorizing.  Mirroring these shifts, court cases spanning 

this time period have transformed from banning the teaching of evolution as it gained a 

foothold in science, to the present day, where the teaching of creationism in public 

schools has been deemed in violation of the Establishment Clause.            

                                                 
2 There are still private, religious schools that continue to espouse creationism in one of its many 

forms, but on the whole it is safe to assert that agents acting on behalf of “science proper” have engaged in 
largely successful efforts to push creationist perspectives outside the domain of officially sanctioned 
scientific inquiry and theory.  
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the scientific community toward the acceptance of evolutionary theories and accounts by 

the 1920s, much of the general public remained principally opposed to these ideas.  

Former Secretary of State, perpetual candidate for President, and populist Democratic 

politician William Jennings Bryan relentlessly took on the teaching of Darwinian 

accounts in public schools in the name of “the people.”  Bryan, along with many other 

interested parties and organizations, helped mobilize public opinion, which resulted in a 

flurry of anti-evolutionist efforts in state legislatures.  By 1925, Oklahoma, Florida, and 

Tennessee had all passed measures aimed at curbing the dissemination of evolutionary 

perspectives through their respective school systems.  It was Tennessee that soon thrust 

itself into the national spotlight on these issues with an effort to enforce a newly passed 

mandate barring the teaching of evolution. 

The freshly minted American Civil Liberties Union sought a candidate to test the 

constitutional viability of the law, and found a willing party in John Scopes.3  The public 

and overly-dramatic nature of the case was heightened when Bryan signed on to work for 

the prosecution.  Sensing the increase in potential publicity for their newly formed 

organization and a platform for a far-reaching public defense of evolutionary theory, the 

ACLU recruited an all-star defense team, including the astute and razor-sharp Clarence 

Darrow, a prominent and well-known attorney—most notably for his role in the high 

profile Leopold and Loeb murder case.4

                                                 
3 Ironically Scopes was not even a biology teacher, and therefore was not sure he had actually 

broken the law; but, given that he had used a textbook that outlined Darwinian principles for a test review, 
it was ultimately decided that he would suffice as the catalyst for “testing” the new legislation in court 
(Larson, 1997, 2003). 

 
4 Darrow defended the young murderers by having them plead guilty, after which he made an 

impassioned and articulate speech against capital punishment.  The pair was ultimately sentenced to life in 
prison. 

  In accordance with this heightened dramatic 

flare, the trial became more spectacle than legal debate, culminating in the famous cross-
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examination of the prosecuting attorney Bryan by Darrow concerning matters of scripture 

and science.5  This endures as the cultural legacy of the trial rather than the outcome of 

the case.  Ultimately Scopes was found guilty of teaching evolution, an expected outcome 

considering that it was why he volunteered.  He was fined $100.  The statute was then 

upheld by the Tennessee Supreme Court, which appealed to public opinion and the 

legitimate legality of the law rather than scientific expertise; however, the deathblow to 

the legal potency of the trial was dealt when the court dismissed the case on a 

technicality, leaving the defense with no grounds to appeal to a higher court (see Larson, 

1997, 2003).6

Although the legal ramifications of the Scopes Trial were short-lived, its cultural 

implications were anything but.  Anti-evolutionist movements continued on, even though 

Bryan’s death shortly after Scopes meant the loss of their political figurehead.  In 1926 

Mississippi passed an anti-evolution bill, which appealed heavily to public opinion.  Two 

years later in 1928, Arkansas residents voted affirmatively on an initiative to ban the 

teaching of evolution.  This statue remained on the books until the 1960s, when 

reinterpretations of the First Amendment on issues such as prayer in public schools 

created the constitutional and legal groundwork for the barring of creationism in public 

schools on the grounds that it violated mandates concerning the separation of church and 

 

                                                 
5 Although highly unusual, and protested by the other prosecutors, Bryan stubbornly insisted that 

he would answer any and all questions Darrow could pose.  This ultimately proved disastrous, as public 
accounts portrayed Darrow as embarrassing Bryan; and by extension his views. 

 
6 The technicality in question was that the judge imposed the minimum fine, even though the jury 

had been given the opportunity to make it larger—thus, the jury, not the judge was supposed to set the fine.  
However, it is clear that this was simply a tactic by the Tennessee court to do away with an already 
embarrassing and messy situation, which any furtherance of the case would exacerbate.   
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the state.7

Similarly in 2005 in Pennsylvania the argument over the perspective now termed 

Intelligent Design and evolution was taken to District Court, resulting in the Kitzmiller et 

al. v. Dover Area School District case.  One of the most telling and symbolic shifts in this 

debate can be seen in the changing rhetoric employed by the advocates of “scientific 

creationism” and Intelligent Design.  By adopting the rhetorical framework of science 

and attempting to argue against evolutionary perspectives by claiming evolutionary 

theory is improper science, creationist advocates have essentially been forced to shift the 

debate onto the cultural turf of science.  The religious elements of creationist movements 

have undergone a rationalizing process whereby their religiously-grounded views must be 

translated into the language of science to receive a hearing for inclusion in curricula.  

Ultimately the judge in Kitzmiller v. Dover ruled that Intelligent Design was primarily 

religious rather than scientific, and therefore its inclusion in the curriculum violated the 

  This time a young biology teacher named Susan Epperson volunteered to test 

the constitutionality of the Arkansas statute.  In contrast to the strategy at Scopes, the 

plaintiff’s team argued that it was Epperson’s duty as scientist and instructor to teach the 

theory, as it now represented a canonical and imperative aspect of modern biology.  The 

court ruled in favor of Epperson, which was later overturned by the Arkansas Supreme 

Court.  Ultimately the case made its way to the U.S. Supreme Court, where it was ruled 

that the statue was unconstitutional.  In 1980s, mandated equal time for “creation 

science” became a focal point of the debate, but it too was rendered unconstitutional; first 

in U.S. District Court in McLean v. Arkansas Board of Education (1982) and later by the 

Supreme Court in Edwards v. Aguillard (1987).              

                                                 
7 In the intervening period, the fight against evolution shifted from Democrats to Republicans, a 

situation which remains to date. 



 

99 

Establishment Clause.  Moreover, the pro-creationist proponents on the school board 

were all voted out in the election occurring in November while the trial continued.    

Legally and symbolically, the playing field for evolution, creationism, and public 

education tilted increasingly in favor of evolution since the Scopes Trial, but the dispute 

continues to evolve along with the law.  In spite of this series of decisions, debates about 

continue to arise in places such as Kansas, where The Board of Education has undergone 

a political battle in recent years, fueled by contention about the approach taken towards 

how evolution should be taught to students (see Davey & Blumenthal, 2006).  Similarly a 

series of “academic freedom” bills, most notably in Louisiana where such a bill was 

signed into law by governor Bobby Jindal in 2008, have attempted to make space for the 

criticism of evolutionary theory.    

The answers given by the potential nominees during the primary debate, the long-

running sequence of political and legal skirmishes, and the vignettes at the beginning of 

Chapter 1 all serve as symptomatic microcosms of the lack of consensus concerning these 

issues among the American public.  If these examples of public discourse and boundary 

drawing are reflective of the general trends among the public at large, then there remains 

a healthy diversity of opinions on these topics, as a recent review of polls on these issues 

confirmed (Plutzer & Berkman, 2008).8

                                                 
8 Although only a broad understanding of creationism and evolution will be examined here, it is 

recognized that a great deal of diversity exists within these distinctions.  See Scott (2009) and Fowler and 
Kuebler (2007) for thorough overviews of the continuum of various positions between “young earth” 
creationism and materialistic evolution. 

  To date however, researchers have only begun 

to examine these issues among the general populace.  To better understand the 

dimensions and character of these debates, social scientists are better served by outlining 

the connections made by others rather than actively participating in the fight.  Sociology 
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long ago fought this battle, with science emerging “victorious” (see Smith, 2003b).  The 

central aim here is description and explanation rather than proscription.       

 
Conservative Protestantism’s Relationship to Creationism and Evolution 

 
Although the Scopes trial occurred over 80 years ago, the cultural fault lines it 

epitomized remain volatile.  Numerous academic studies have examined this trial as a 

touch point in the public debate over evolution and creationism, with one of the most 

insightful commentaries coming from Gieryn et al. (1985), who examine the trial as it 

pertains to institutional differentiation between religion and science.  More recently 

Binder (2002, 2007) has employed an intuitional and social movement approach to better 

understand the conflicts between the creationist movement and public schools.  The 

institutional approaches of Gieryn and Binder offer lucid examinations of the episodic 

conflicts concerning these issues, but in order to better understand how attitudes toward 

creationism and evolution are patterned sociologically it is crucial to integrate cultural 

considerations about conservative Protestantism.   

 Although creationism is often portrayed as being an anti-science movement, 

Marsden (2006) argues that conservative Protestantism in the United States has 

historically held a compatible relationship with science, especially the “Baconian” 

approach which focuses on extensive classification and categorization of the natural 

world.  The Baconian approach to science has been historically compatible with a “strict 

literalist” stance toward the Bible because science was pursued and easily conceptualized 

as the examination of God’s creation.  This mindset was employed to the study of the 

Bible itself such that: 
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These literalistic conclusions reflected the accentuation of an attitude toward the 
Bible that had been strong in America since the days of the Puritans.  The Puritans 
had assumed that Biblical interpretation was an exact science with precise 
conclusions.  “There is only one meaning for every place in scripture,” wrote 
William Ames, a contemporary of Francis Bacon and one of the great Puritan 
expositors.  “Otherwise the meaning of Scripture would not only be unclear and 
uncertain, but there would be no meaning at all—for anything which does not 
mean one thing surely means nothing”9

                                                 
9 From The Marrow of Theology ([1623] 1968), translated by John D. Eusden.  

 (Marsden, 2006, p. 60).      
   

However, the Darwinian revolution in science essentially forced members of these groups 

into two positions: 1) define religion at least partially out of literalistic authority in the 

natural realm and let science have epistemic authority and autonomy in certain areas, or 

2) fight the Darwinian view and maintain a position of strict Biblical inerrancy in all 

matters including science and history.  Stances toward the sacred texts represent a 

potential turnkey belief into understanding contemporary attitudes about creationism and 

evolution. 

 Biblical literalism is typically associated with aspects of fundamentalism (cf. 

Ammerman, 1987; Bruce, 2008; Hood, Hill, & Williamson, 2005; Lawrence, 1989; 

Marsden, 2006) and is an issue that often separates fundamentalists from more moderate 

conservative Protestants (Ammerman, 1990); however, recent research has indicated that 

although Biblical literalism is found primarily among conservative Protestants, there are 

substantial percentages of adherents to other religious traditions who consider themselves 

literalists (Hoffmann & Bartkowski, 2008).  So while associated with Christian 

fundamentalism, Biblical literalism and fundamentalism are not one and the same.  

Rather, strict literalism is an aspect of fundamentalism, but the belief itself is not 

confined to the Protestant fundamentalist tradition.         
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In addition to Biblical literalism’s historical association with groups who have 

strongly opposed evolution, there is an even stronger reason to consider literalism as a 

pivotal identity for understanding attitudes toward evolution and creationism.  

Ammerman (1982) suggested that a literal interpretation of the creation story is one of the 

most important facets of literalist frameworks.  As Hoffmann and Bartkowski (2008) 

commented in their study of Biblical literalism,   

Evangelical, fundamentalist, and many other conservative Protestant groups are 
seen as adhering to the notion that the Christian Bible is the authoritative word of 
God, contains an infallible account of historical events and supersedes scientific 
accounts of human origins (e.g. evolution) (p. 1245). 

 
The debate over humans being the product of an intentional, supernatural creation or the 

result of an unaided natural process signifies the conflicts between conservative religion 

and “modernity” in the United States, which has led to its position as a focal point of 

contention for many groups (Riesebrodt, 1993). 

Similarly, Hood et al. (2005) examine the psychology of fundamentalism and 

argue that while literalists may actually look metaphorically at other parts of the Bible, a 

literal reading of the creation account is vital to the maintenance of this identity.  Further 

they suggest that analysis of fundamentalism “would be incomplete without serious 

consideration of the role of evolutionary theory and the teaching of evolution” (p. 65).  

Beyond these cultural commentaries on conservative Protestantism and science, Ellison 

and Musick (1995) examined empirical correlates of moral appraisals of science and 

found that measures of conservative theology such as Biblical literalism and “theological 

orthodoxy” were the most important predictors, as evolution was viewed by many 

conservative Protestants as antithetical to Biblical authority (also see Gibson, 2004).   

Considered in conjunction with the historical background of the creationism and 
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evolution debate, literature on conservative Protestantism indicates that Biblical literalism 

is a critical starting point for analyzing public opinion toward creationism and evolution.  

More immediately, the analyses conducted in the previous chapter have already indicated 

the general importance of literalism for examining attitudes toward science and religion.      

 In addition to stance toward the Bible, the RELTRAD schematic outlined in 

Chapter 2 is also expected to provide some insight into patterns of acceptance of 

evolution and opinion on the teaching of creationism in public schools.  Specifically, it is 

expected that conservative Protestants—evangelicals and black Protestants—will have 

the most negative views of evolution and the most positive evaluations of teaching 

creationism in public schools compared to other religious traditions.  This is expected 

because conservative Protestantism remains the primary locus of anti-evolution sentiment 

among religious communities.  Following this expectation, it is posited that mainline 

Protestants and Catholics will have higher levels of acceptance of evolution than 

conservative Protestants, but less acceptance compared to Jewish respondents and those 

claiming no religious affiliation, as these groupings are expected to be the most “secular” 

in epistemic orientation.  Stance toward teaching creationism is expected to vary in 

inverse by religious tradition. 

To summarize the expectations that can be drawn from the general theoretical 

perspective employed, it is assumed that education in the United States has become a 

relatively secularized institution that typically promotes a non-supernatural, scientific 

worldview.  Concerning the independent effects of religiosity, the expectations are that 

certain types of religious identity, especially strict Biblical literalism, will be 

accompanied by less acceptance of evolutions, which is often perceived as hostile to  
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literalist positions.  Conversely Biblical literalism is expected to be positively associated 

with support for teaching creationism in public schools due to the direct symbolic and 

historical connections between these two issues for literalists.     

 
Educational Attainment and Ideological Orientation  

 
Even if there are not inherent conflicts between religion and science, it is 

expected that the rhetorical and institutional battles fought on these grounds will impact 

the general public’s views of the subject.  Given that so many college professors are non-

religious compared to the rest of the United States (Ecklund & Scheitle, 2007; Ecklund et 

al., 2008) and that public education as an institution has become relatively secular (Smith, 

2003b), it is hypothesized that individuals attaining higher levels of education will be 

more likely to be socialized into a viewpoint affirming an account of human origins 

consistent with institutionalized science.  Inversely, it is expected that those with higher 

levels of educational attainment will be more likely to disapprove of teaching creationism 

in public schools.   

While the empirical literature addressing public attitudes toward evolution and 

teaching creationism remains underdeveloped, there are a handful of studies that have 

addressed these topics.  Investigating predictors of belief in evolution, Mazur (2005) 

found that religious belief was the “primary correlate” of such attitudes and further 

suggested there was an interactive relationship between political views, religious beliefs, 

and education level regarding attitudes toward evolution.  One reason religious beliefs are 

a primary correlate of attitudes toward evolution is because it has become a morally-

infused issue of public policy for conservative Protestants (Gibson, 2004).      
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Previous research on both conservative Protestantism and creationism suggests 

there may be important interaction effects between ideological orientation and education 

for understanding attitudes toward creationism and evolution.  From a theoretical 

standpoint, Biblical literalists utilize the sacred text as the preeminent source of meaning 

through which other issues are filtered (Hood et al., 2005).  In essence, viewing the Bible 

as the authoritative source means that Christian scriptures provide the overarching 

interpretive lens for an individual (Draper, 2009).  As a result, it is expected that this 

identity will influence what material is, and is not, sought out and internalized through 

the process of education.   

A graphical portrayal contained in the Answers in Genesis series advocating 

creationism (Ham, 2006, p. 204) outlines the theoretical arguments presented here.  The 

idea that individuals are using their views of epistemic and moral authority as a primary 

lens through which to view the world they encounter is visually conveyed in Figure 4.1.10

Beyond internalization of schooling, ideological orientation may influence the 

type of education that is received and/or pursued, which can profoundly impact the 

  

Additionally, Bak (2001) found that education level was a strong predictor of 

attitudes towards science, but that what is termed the “deficit model”—the idea that 

higher education leads to more favorable attitudes toward science because of a more 

thorough understanding of the subject—was “too simple to explain the multifaceted 

relationships between education as well as public attitudes toward science” (p. 792).  It 

has been suggested that one aspect of this non-uniform impact of educational attainment 

may be the religious beliefs of individuals (Lawson & Worsnop, 1992).   

                                                 
10 Although I am far from advocating the polemics contained in this series, it provides discursive 

evidence from cultural media that points toward my theoretical conjectures about moral authority and 
views of science.   
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knowledge transmitted.  As Stark’s study (1963) using American graduate students 

found, education does not have a uniform influence on either religiosity or attitudes 

  

 

Figure 4.1. Worldview Lens Graphic 

 
toward science.  Rather, the effects of education vary depending on the type of school in 

question (secular vs. parochial) and the relative quality of the institution.  Hood et al. 

(2003) state that for conservative Protestants:  

Education and vocation are good only to the extent that they facilitate the divine 
intention and design for each person in relation to the community of believers.  
Should, for example, higher education or career advancement undermine these 
higher purposes, they become tools of the devil…  It is for this reason that many 
such fundamentalists will send their children only to Christian schools (or provide 
home schooling) (p. 32). 
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Hood et al. speak directly to an important issue, as they explain that the approach of 

conservative Protestants to education is to ensure that it does not undermine the 

foundation of their ideological orientation.  These protective efforts can take the form of 

being selective about type of schooling, and through selecting which material to seek out 

and internalize. 

 Abstracting these issues into the realm of social theory, Brashears (2009) refers to 

the encounters between religious identities and perspectives perceived to be at odds with 

such orientations as a clash between “plausibility structures,” drawing heavily on the 

work of Berger (1967).  Brashears posits that encounters between varying views within 

one’s social network can lead to an enhancement of, or conflict between, competing 

claims.  His theoretical postulates follow from the idea that beliefs and identities are 

inherently social in nature, and therefore social interactions that are unsupportive of one’s 

pre-existing stance force individuals to protect their views or face cognitive dissonance.  

The details of these plausibility structure encounters remain somewhat ambiguous and 

warrant more explicit clarification to refine this framework; but for the present purposes 

the most important point of departure is that Brashears’ work found empirical support for 

differential effects of education on religiously-infused political issues depending on level 

of religious practice and affiliation with specific religious traditions.  

 Another indications that there may be important interaction effects between 

education level and ideological orientation comes from previous studies finding 

differences in predictors of creationism attitudes between conservative Protestants and 

other religious groups.  One such finding is that religiosity is a more important predictive 

factor for creationism attitudes among conservative Protestants than for Catholics or 
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more moderate Protestants (Deckman, 2002; Eckberg & Nesterenko, 1985).  Finally, the 

most important precedents for testing interactions between education and ideological 

orientation come from two academic articles.  The first is Eckberg’s 1992 study, which 

indicates that there are differential effects for education on attitudes toward creationism 

between conservative Protestants and other groups.  The second article is a recent study 

by Haider-Markel and Joslyn (2008), which assesses belief in evolution.  Employing a 

perspective similar to that of Brashears, the title of their study indicates that they are 

assessing competing perspectives of “pulpits versus ivory towers.”  They find significant 

interaction effects between church attendance and education, as well as between claiming 

to be “born again” and education for acceptance of evolution.   

 Therefore in addition to examining the direct effects of view of the Bible and 

educational attainment on attitudes toward evolution and creationism, I also assess the 

interaction between these variables, based on previous research and theorizing suggesting 

their potential interplay.  It is expected that the positive effects of education on belief in 

evolution will be attenuated by stricter Biblical literalism.  Conversely it is expected that 

the negative effects of education on support for teaching creationism will be attenuated 

by stricter literalism.  Simply stated, one’s theological stance is expected to condition the 

amount of impact exerted by increasing educational attainment. 

A similar line of reasoning also leads to the testing of an interaction between 

political identity and education.  As the presidential primary vignette highlighted, these 

issues have become intensely politicized, and there may be significant differences in the 

impact of education depending on political outlook.  Similar to the hypothesized 

interaction between literalism and education, it is expected that the positive effects of 



 

109 

education on belief in evolution will be attenuated for those with a more conservative 

political outlook.  Conversely it is hypothesized that the negative effects of education for 

support for teaching creationism will be lessened for political conservatives, and 

increased for political liberals.   

 
Measures 

 
 

Dependent Variables 
 
 The two dependent variables of interest are: “Humans evolved from other 

primates over millions of years,” and “Creationism should be taught in public schools.”11

                                                 
11 This question was originally phrased with Intelligent Design rather than creationism in an effort 

to represent the most recent version of “creation science.”  However, pretests by Gallup indicated low 
public recognition of the term Intelligent Design.  As a result the more recognizable term “creationism” 
was used. 

 

 
Sociodemgraphics and Religious Controls 
 
 Control variables that will be considered in the forthcoming analyses are income 

level, gender, political identity, marital status, race, rural/urban setting, region of the 

country, age, religious salience, and attendance at religious services.  Race (white=1) and 

region of the country (South=1) are included as dummy variables. 

 
Interaction Terms 
 
 In order to empirically assess the potential interplay between education level and 

Biblical literalism a multiplicative interaction term (education X literalism) is included in 

ordinary least squares models predicting acceptance of evolution and opinions about 

teaching creationism in public schools.  Similarly an interaction term for political identity 

and education was created and included in multivariate models.   
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Results 
 
 
Descriptive Statistics on Evolution and Teaching Creationism 

 Recalling the frequency distribution of responses to the dependent variables of 

interest outlined in Chapter 2, roughly 42% of Americans agree that humans evolved  

 
Table 4.1 

Religious Characteristics of Those Accepting Evolution and Supporting Creationism  
 (row percentages of those who agree)  

Variable  Humans Evolved Should Teach Creationism 
View of Bible   
     History and legends 84.3 20.0 
     Human error 59.0 35.6 
     Interpret meaning  27.2 53.5 
     Literalist  10.8 67.7 
Religious Salience    
     Not at all religious 86.1 13.5 
     Not too religious  78.8 33.5 
     Somewhat religious 38.0 42.7 
     Very religious  17.0 61.7 
Religious Tradition   
     Evangelical  18.9 64.0 
     Black Protestant 19.8 53.4 
     Mainline Protestant 44.7 38.1 
     Catholic 49.1 39.1 
     Jewish 96.3 20.0 
     Religious other  44.8 39.0 
     No religion 84.0 14.1 
Political Identity    
     Very conservative  7.7 67.6 
     Conservative  25.6 59.3 
     Leaning conservative 30.4 57.3 
     Moderate 43.9 37.7 
     Leaning liberal  68.1 37.8 
     Liberal  69.0 16.7 
     Very liberal  75.0 12.6 
Education    
     Less than HS 36.3 33.9 
     HS diploma 34.1 46.0 
     Some college/Voc. 37.4 49.1 
     College grad 58.2 37.4 
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from other primates, while 42% disagree that inter-species evolution has occurred.  This 

question assesses a “hard line” view of evolution rather than a “softer” view that allows 

for intra-species adaptation but not evolution from primates; and it appears that 

Americans are evenly split on the proportion of people who agree and disagree that this 

type of evolution occurred.  As for whether creationism should be taught in public 

schools, roughly 37% disagree, while over 40% agree.  Similar to acceptance of 

evolution, there is a relatively even split of opinion on this issue, with a slightly higher 

proportion of respondents in favor of teaching creationism in public schools.  

Table 4.1 presents the results of crosstab analyses between independent variables 

of interest and the two dependent variables.  The figures represent the proportion of 

people in each response category for the independent variables who “agree” or “strongly 

agree” with evolutionary accounts of human origins and teaching creationism in public 

schools.  This presents a glimpse into the level of agreement with each statement in order 

to initially outline trends for independent variables of interest.   

 For evolution there are dramatic differences based on religious variables.  84% of 

those answering that the Bible is a book of history and legends accept evolutionary 

accounts, compared with 11% of those who consider themselves Biblical literalists. 

Similarly 86% of those considering themselves “not at all religious” agree that evolution  

occurred, compared to 17% of those who are “very religious.”  Fewer than 20% of 

evangelicals and black Protestants agree with an evolutionary account of human origins, 

while over 96% of Jews and 84% of the religiously unaffiliated agree.  Less than 8% of 

those who consider themselves “extremely conservative” politically agree that evolution 

occurred, compared to 75% of those who are “very liberal.”  For education level there is a 
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substantial increase in belief in evolution for those with a college degree, moving from 

37% of those with “some college” to 58% for college graduates. 

 For whether creationism should be taught in public schools, 20% of those 

believing that the Bible is a book of history and legends agree compared to 68% of 

Biblical literalists.  14% of those considering themselves “not at all religious” think 

creationism should be taught, compared to 62% of those who self-identify as “very 

religious.”  The results for religious tradition indicate that the advocacy for creationism is 

still primarily a movement among conservative Protestants, with 64% of evangelicals and 

53% of black Protestants agreeing, while no other religious tradition had more than 40% 

of respondents who agreed.  In contrast 14% of the religiously unaffiliated think 

creationism should be taught.  Concerning political identification, teaching creationism is 

most favored among conservatives, especially those who self-identify as “extremely 

conservative,” 68% of whom agree, compared to 38% of moderates and 13% of those 

identifying as “extremely liberal.”  These numbers speak to the politicization of these 

issues in the U.S.  Surprisingly, support for creationism is lowest among those with less  

than a high school degree (34%) and highest among those with some college or a 

vocational degree (49%), with less support among those with a college degree (37%).12

 Tables 4.2 and 4.3 display the results of ordinary least squares regression models 

predicting level of acceptance of evolutionary origins and whether creationism should be 

taught in public schools respectively.  For each dependent variable, Model 1 presents the 

 

 
Predicting Attitudes toward Evolution and Creationism 
 

                                                 
12 This pattern appears to be due to heteroskedasticity in the responses by level of education.  In 

short, higher levels of educational attainment polarize opinion on these issues while those at lower levels of 
education are more likely to report that they are undecided.  
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results with sociodemographic predictors only and no controls for religious variables, 

while Model 2 contains controls for attendance at religious services, Biblical literalism, 

religious salience, and religious tradition.  Model 3 adds the interaction term for 

education and Biblical literalism and Model 4 includes the interaction for political 

identity and education. 

 For Model 1 in Table 4.2 predicting acceptance of evolution, all the 

sociodemographic variables are significant except for age.  Education, income, political 

identification (with higher scores being more liberal), and being white all have a positive 

impact on acceptance of evolution.  Being female, married, living in a more rural area, 

and living in the South all have negative effects.  After including controls for religious 

variables the effects for gender, income, race, and urban/rural setting become non-

significant.  Education level (B=.048, p≤.05) and being politically liberal (B=.185, 

p≤.001) remain significant positive influences, while being married (B=-.050, p≤.05) and 

living in a rural area (B=-.067, p≤.001) remain significant negative influences.  Biblical 

literalism (B=-.324, p≤.001), attendance at religious services (B=-.130, p≤.001), and 

religious salience (B=-.119, p≤.001) all have a significant negative impact on acceptance 

of evolution.  Evangelicals are significantly less likely to believe evolution occurred 

compared to all other RELTRAD groups except for black Protestants and those in the 

“other religion” category.   

In Model 3 the interaction term for education and Biblical literalism is significant 

and negative (b=-.055, p≤.01).  Additionally, the interaction effect is the strongest 

predictor in the model with a standardized estimate of -.203 compared to the second 

strongest predictor of political identity with a standardized coefficient of .179.  In Model 
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4, the interaction between education and political identity is significant and positive 

(b=.033, p≤.01) and is the second strongest predictor behind literalism. 

 
Table 4.2 

OLS Regression Models Predicting Acceptance of Evolution 
 (standardized coefficients in parentheses)  

*** P≤.001   ** P≤ .01   * P≤.05          (two-tailed tests) 
a: Evangelicals are reference category  
 
 
 Figure 4.2 shows that for strict Biblical literalists, increasing education actually 

has a slight negative impact on acceptance of evolution, such that the slope of the 

coefficient is -.038.  For those answering that the Bible is true but needs interpretation, 

Variable  Believe Humans Evolved From Primates  
Constant 1.557*** 4.376*** 3.832*** 4.919*** 
     Education  .063 (.064)* .049 (.048)* .182 (.180)*** -.076 (-.076) 
Religiosity      
     Literalism      --- -.449 (-.324)*** -.223 (-.161)** -.447 (-.322)*** 
     Attend     --- -.068 (-.130)*** -.067 (-.127)*** -.068 (-.128)*** 
     Salience     --- -.194 (-.119)*** -.182 (-.112)*** -.189 (-.116)*** 
RELTRADa     
     Blk. Prot.     --- .333 (.043) .331 (.043) .344 (.045) 
     Mainline     --- .543 (.142)*** .546 (.143)*** .543 (.142)*** 
     Catholic     --- .622 (.168)*** .618 (.167)*** .621 (.168)*** 
     Jewish      --- .983 (.088)*** .892 (.080)*** .969 (.087)*** 
     Rel. other     --- -.013 (-.002) -.037 (-.006) -.006 (-.001) 
     No religion      --- .455 (.094)*** .434 (.090)*** .439 (.091)*** 
Socio-
demographics 

    

     Female  -.320 (-.106)*** -.086 (-.028) -.096 (-.031)  -.092 (-.030) 
     Income  .091 (.093)*** -.003 (-.003) -.002 (-.002) -.004 (-.004) 
     Political ID  .415 (.449)*** .174 (.185)*** .168 (.179)*** .028 (.030) 
     Married -.277 (-.087)*** -.163 (-.050)* -.169 (-.051)* -.168 (-.051)* 
    White .346 (.081)*** .023 (.005) .019 (.004) .022 (.005) 
     Rural  -.140 (-.088)*** -.108 (-.067)*** -.110 (-.068)*** -.110 (-.068)*** 
     South  -.302 (-.093)*** -.086 (-.026) -.094 (-.029) -.088 (-.027) 
     Age  .001 (.009) -.002 (-.021) -.002 (-.023) -.002 (-.022) 
Interactions     
     Pol. X Educ     ---     ---      --- .033 (.225)** 
     Bible X Educ.     ---     --- -.055 (-.203)**     --- 
Adjusted R2 .290 .541 .544 .543 
N 1392 1234 1234 1234 
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the influence of education is slightly positive at .017.  Meanwhile for the less religious 

position of the “Bible contains human error” the slope of the coefficient for education is 

.072.  Finally, for those disavowing the divinity of the Bible, education has a strong 

positive effect with a slope of .172.          

Figure 4.3 displays the interaction for political identity and education graphically.  

For those identifying as “extremely conservative,” educational attainment has virtually no 

effect with a slope of .033, while it has an effect roughly four times stronger for political 

moderates (.132) and seven times stronger for those who are “extremely liberal” (.231).13 

These findings are revealing concerning the differential impact of educational attainment 

depending on ideological orientation.  Education does not have a positive impact on 

acceptance of evolution for strict literalists or strong political conservatives.  Moreover, 

increased education actually makes literalists slightly less likely to accept evolution.  

Conversely for those disavowing the divinity of the Bible and political liberals, increased 

education has a strong positive influence on acceptance of evolution.14

For predicting support for teaching creationism in public schools in Table 4.3, 

Model 1 again contains only sociodemographic variables.  Being female and living in 

more rural areas have significant positive effects, while being politically liberal and white 

have significant negative effects.  After adding religious variables in Model 2 the only 

sociodemographic variable that remains significant is being politically liberal (B=-.197, 

 

                                                 
13 For graphing Figure 4.3 the variables for literalism, service attendance, and salience were set to 

their respective means so that the graph would reflect realistic numbers on the dependent variable. 
 
14 Parallel models were run using 2008 GSS data to assess whether the interaction effects with 

educational attainment were significant.  All variables of interest including the interaction term were 
significant in the same directions.  The GSS model conducted was binary logistic because the evolution 
question for that survey had only “true” and “false” response options.  The data from the BRS was also 
assesses using cumulative logistic models, which produced parallel results. 

25 
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p≤.001).  Contrary to expectations, education did not have a significant independent 

effect on support for creationism in Models 1 or 2.  Attendance at religious services and  

 
Table 4.3 

OLS Regression Models Predicting Support for Teaching Creationism in Public Schools 
 (standardized coefficients in parentheses)  

 *** P≤.001   ** P≤ .01   * P≤.05          (two-tailed tests) 
a: Evangelicals are reference category  
 

religious salience did not have significant effects in Model 2 either, although as expected, 

Biblical literalism had a strong positive effect (B=.200, p≤.001).  For supporting 

creationism, findings suggest that it is specific beliefs about the Bible rather than church 

Variable  Think Creationism Should be Taught in Public Schools  
Constant 4.244*** 2.893*** 4.020*** 1.675*** 
     Education  -.036 (-.040) -.029 (-.032) -.307 (-.330)*** .250 (.268)*** 
Religiosity      
     Literalism       --- .255 (.200)*** -.215 (-.169)* .251 (.197)*** 
     Attend      --- .025 (.051) .022 (.045) .024 (.048) 
     Salience      --- .099 (.066) .075 (.050) .088 (.059) 
RELTRADa     
     Blk. Prot.      --- -.063 (-.009) -.062 (-.009) -.089 (-.013) 
     Mainline      --- -.362 (-.103)*** -.372 (-.106)*** -.366 (-.104)*** 
     Catholic      --- -.362 (-.082)*** -.274 (-.080)** -.279 (-.082)** 
     Jewish       --- -.279 (-.073)** -.540 (-.055)* -.684 (-.069)** 
     Rel. other      --- -.423 (-.073)** -.373 (-.065)* -.437 (-.076)** 
     No religion       --- -.683 (-.153)*** -.638 (-.143)*** -.644 (-.145)*** 
Socio-
demographics 

    

     Female  .159 (.057)* -.021 (-.008) .003 (.001) -.006 (-.002) 
     Income  -.026 (-.029) .036 (.040) .032 (.036) .038 (.042) 
     Political ID  -.321 (-.376)*** -.170 (-.197)*** -.157 (-.183)*** .154 (.180)* 
     Married .129 (.043) .028 (.009) .040 (.013) .038 (.013) 
     White -.344 (-.087)*** -.114 (-.028) -.103 (-.025) -.110 (-.027) 
     Rural  .090 (.061)* .060 (.040) .064 (.043) .064 (.043) 
     South  .124 (.041) -.010 (-.003) .007 (.002) -.005 (-.002) 
     Age  -.003 (-.029) -.002 (-.025) -.002 (-.019) -.002 (-.023) 
Interactions     
     Pol. X Educ      ---     ---       ---  -.073 (-.548)*** 
     Bible X Educ.      ---     ---   .114 (.458)***      --- 
Adjusted R2 .170 .279 .295 .294 
N 1392 1235 1235 1235 
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attendance or religious salience more broadly that influences these attitudes.  For 

religious tradition, all categories other than black Protestant were significantly less likely 

than evangelicals to support teaching creationism, lending multivariate support to the idea 

that creationism is a movement that continues to be spearheaded by conservative 

Protestants.   

Model 3 in Table 4.3 adds the interaction term for education and Biblical 

literalism.  The lower-order coefficient for education becomes significant and positive 

(b=.114, p≤.001).  While education level is not significant in Models 1 and 2, the lower-

order education variable does have significant impacts in Models 3 and 4.  The 

interaction term is the strongest predictor in the model with a standardized estimate of 

.458.  This interaction term is graphically displayed in Figure 4.4.  This helps dissect the 

lack of direct influence for education found in the initial models.  For Biblical literalists, 

increased education has a strong positive effect on support for teaching creationism, with 

a slope of .149.  For those who believe the Bible is divinely inspired but requires 

interpretation, education has only a slight positive slope of .035.  For respondents 

answering that the Bible contains some human error, increased education has a negative 

slope of -.079.  Finally, for those denying the divinity of the Bible, education has a strong 

negative effect, with a slope of -.193.  This reveals the drastic differences in the impact of 

education depending on view of the Bible, and helps unravel the countervailing 

influences of education on support for teaching creationism.  

Model 4 tests the interaction between political identity and education, which is 

significant and negative (b=-.73, p≤.001), and again the lower order effects for education 

(b=.25, p≤.001) become significant and positive.  These results are displayed graphically 
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in Figure 4.5.  We can see that there are countervailing effects for educational attainment 

depending on political orientation.  For conservatives increased education has a positive 

effect (slope of .17) on support for teaching creationism, while it has a slight negative 

effect for moderates (-.04) and substantial negative impact on liberals (-.26).15

 This chapter began by using public episodes involving the evolution and 

creationism debate to reflect the underlying ambivalence about these issues among the 

general public.  Empirical findings affirm this ambivalence, as Americans are evenly 

divided on the whether “macro,” inter-species evolution has occurred.  A similar split 

occurs on whether creationism should be taught in public schools, with slightly more 

support than opposition.  In spite of this ambivalence and the level of support for teaching 

creationism, creationist movements face an uphill battle in bringing about policy or 

curriculum changes as scientific elites have put up a generally united front against the 

creationist movement (see Binder, 2002; Gieryn et al., 1985; Miller, 1983).  Regardless, 

creationism appears to be maintaining a relatively high level of resonance among the 

general public.  Meanwhile evolution has not been able to win a substantial majority in 

the court of public opinion, even as it has attained a hegemonic foothold in the scientific 

community and the courtroom proper.  It appears that while movements advocating 

creationism have continually faced political and policy defeat, and even without strong 

support and knowledge transmission from public schooling, these efforts have thus far 

been successful in maintaining favor for creationism among a substantial proportion of 

the public. 

    

 
Discussion and Conclusions 

 

                                                 
15 Similar to the procedure for graphing Figure 4.3, for Figure 4.5 the literalism variable is set to 

its mean so that the chart reflects actual values of the dependent variable. 

25 
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 As Christian Smith (1998) aptly suggested in the subtitle of his study of American 

evangelicalism, they remain “embattled and thriving.”  Smith describes conservative 

Protestant groups as utilizing symbolic outgroups and causes in order to maintain a strong 

sense of identity for the collective, as well as for its constituent members.  This 

perspective helps explain why resistance to evolution and the popularity of creationism 

remain so popular in the face of institutional shifts in science.  Mounting evidence for 

evolution and the scorn incurred from secular polemicists only serves to embolden 

conservative Protestants’ sense of identity.  In the wake of the Scopes Trial and the death 

of William Jennings Bryan, a college was founded in Dayton, Tennessee dedicated to 

promoting Christian ideals and perspectives.  This was a symbolic gesture signaling that 

no matter how many defeats the creationism suffers in courts or schools, those committed 

to its cause will no be swayed.  Today Bryan College maintains that an aspect of its 

mission is “A firm biblical emphasis, both in curriculum and in principles for everyday 

life, based upon unequivocal acceptance of the inerrancy and authority of the 

Scriptures.”16

Although the boundary demarcation by academic scientists has been relatively 

successful, public opinion still has an important part to play in science education.  

Although the shifting foci and benefits of the interpretations of law has favored 

evolutionary accounts, public opinion has not fully shifted along with it, as a review of 

polls on the issue over the past two decades indicates little if any increase in the 

acceptance of evolutionary perspectives (Plutzer & Berkman, 2008).  This is especially 

  It is this same unwavering sense of purpose that makes literalism as an 

identity so impervious to alteration, even in the face of defeat in some forums of the 

public square or the realm of institutional scientific knowledge.    

                                                 
16 Taken from the college’s official website at: http://www.bryan.edu/383.html.  

http://www.bryan.edu/383.html�
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pertinent considering that education curricula are strongly dictated by local politics, an 

arena where individuals often find ways around rulings they find unfavorable.  The ever-

changing face of the creationism movement is evidence of this.  Casting doubt on 

evolutionary accounts rather focusing on positing alternatives, “scientizing” creationism 

into Intelligent Design, or simply paying little if any attention to evolutionary principles 

in the classroom are all tactics that have evolved out of the shifting bounds between 

science and religion, and their place in education.  These are issues that are likely to be 

influenced by the localized contexts of “moral communities” (see Stark, Doyle, & Kent, 

1980) rather than federal mandates.   

Local politics are dictated by the individuals in those regions, working within, or 

sometimes around, federal mandates.  As Berkman and Plutzer (2009) argued that 

regarding federal court decisions about evolution, such cases merely served to narrow the 

limits in which local politics is played, and people continue (and will continue) to find 

creative ways to operate within the bounds established at the federal level while 

maintaining their agenda.  In keeping with this analysis, Berkman and Plutzer suggested 

that a consideration of cultural politics was crucial to mapping and understanding these 

debates, and that although institutional science has gone to great lengths to buffer itself 

from the whims of public opinion, local school boards are hardly in the same position.   

Beyond outlining the distribution of attitudes toward these issues, analyses 

presented here indicate that opinions about evolution and teaching creationism are 

significantly shaped by ideological orientation and education level.  Specifically, Biblical 

literalism and political identity emerge as important dimensions for predicting attitudes 

toward these topics.  In addition its independent effects, ideological orientation shapes the 
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influence of education in important ways.  For acceptance of evolution, strict Biblical 

literalism and political conservatism essentially negate the effects of increased education.  

Meanwhile the influence of education level on support for teaching creationism can only 

be understood by examining its interaction ideological orientation, as increased education 

has countervailing directional effects depending on these beliefs.  For strict Biblical 

literalists and political conservatives, increased educational attainment substantially 

increases support for teaching creationism in public schools.  Conversely for individuals 

who disavow the Bible’s divinity or are politically liberal, increased levels of education 

have a strong negative influence on support for teaching creationism.  Moreover, these 

interactions were relatively powerful independent variables in the models conducted.   

 In addition to the findings for literalism, political identity, and education, analyses 

indicate that disbelief in inter-species evolution and support for creationism continues to 

be strongest among conservative Protestant groups, with mainline Protestants and 

Catholics being more moderate on both issues, and Jews and religious nones being the 

strongest pro-evolution, anti-creationist groups.  As a result, assessing the number of 

adherents to particular religious traditions in an area can be an important predictor of 

local public policy disputes concerning the teaching of science (Gibson, 2004), and 

should be considered when assessing such issues.   

 While advancing the current understanding of these issues among the public, there 

are many ways in which the findings presented could be extended or more specifically 

articulated.  Empirical assessments of the connections between science and religion 

remain scant, and there are numerous refinements that would improve upon the efforts 

made here.  This is especially pressing in regard to the diversity of opinions concerning 
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evolution and creationism.  Breaking general belief into the more specific groups of those 

believing in strictly materialistic evolution as compared to theistic evolutionary 

perspectives, or between “young Earth” creationist beliefs and accounts allowing for 

longer periods of development, or the debates between inter-species evolution and belief 

in “micro” evolution are all avenues worth exploring.  As with any set of beliefs, the 

permutations and variations are vast, and greater specificity can begin to clarify the 

connections found in more general groupings.  Beyond further specifying the current 

findings, a more comprehensive decomposition of the effects of religion and education by 

utilizing longitudinal analyses examining how religious beliefs and views toward 

evolution and creationism change or remain the same over the course of educational 

trajectories would add greater depth to the current understanding of the nature of this 

process, and offer more direct accounts of the mechanisms driving the interactions 

between ideological orientation and educational attainment.   

Beyond these refinements, qualitative work could lend insight into these findings.  

For instance, interviews with highly educated Biblical literalists would offer information 

on the cognitive processes used for the maintenance of their worldviews with increasing 

levels of education, which typically has a liberalizing effect on such beliefs (Ammerman, 

1990; Wuthnow, 1988).  Is there a process of compartmentalizing an evolutionary 

understanding of human origins?  Or, more likely: Are issues of evolution ignored and 

replaced by the internalization of creationist approaches?  On a related issue, it is clear 

that the type of education one receives early, and chooses to pursue later, are 

considerations that are likely an important component of the effects shown in this 

chapter.   
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 Whether people who are politically conservative or have literalist identities are 

ignoring information favorable to evolution and internalizing perspectives favorable to 

creationism by actively avoiding the former and pursuing the latter, or simply by being 

selective about which aspects of higher education to pursue, it is clear that the effects of 

educational attainment cannot be fully understood without considering religious and 

political outlooks.  Such views offer a glimpse into overarching positions about sources 

of authority, and therefore, what type of information people are likely to seek out and 

internalize; a perspective that will receive focus for the remainder of this study.  The 

findings presented in this chapter are likely a mixture of early educational background, 

selections about the type of higher education to pursue, and what information is 

internalized during the overall educational trajectory.  Further isolating these various 

effects would provide insight not only into the etiology of attitudes toward science, but 

also a better understanding of belief systems as specific constellations of attitudes; 

thereby enhancing our knowledge of the patterning of various mindsets and further 

decomposing the social sources of the ideological trends that play out in contemporary 

American society. 

 In the broader picture of attempting to better understand the sociological 

connections between science and religion, issues involving creationism and evolution 

exist at the nexus of such topics.  Debates and public discourse on these issues remain 

pervasive over 80 years after the Scopes Trial and it is clear that no matter how many 

defeats creationism suffers in the courts, there remains a hung jury in the court of public 

opinion; at least for now.  As Edward Larson (2003) indicated regarding the legal issues 

concerning these topics, such battles are directly reflective of public opinion.  The fervor 
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over these issues is unlikely to go quietly into the night, and will likely remain a focal 

point of contention for those fighting for or against their perception of “modernity.”  

Having outlined patterns of some specific beliefs about science and religion, we can now 

begin to expand the focus from particular attitudes to a broader understanding of general 

orientations about institutional science—a task that is undertaken in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Attitudes toward Institutional Science 
 

Moreover, science-the-referent is not embodied only in these first-time-through 
practices, instruments, research materials, facts, and journals; it has several other 
realities too.  Science gets sedimented as an ordinarily tacit space on most 
everybody’s mental map of culture, a bit of the cognitive schema we use everyday 
to navigate material and symbolic lands  

 
—Thomas Gieryn, 1999, p. 19    

 
 

Having outlined some of the more specific issues that are often at the forefront of 

discourse about science and religion—conflict between the two spheres and 

evolution/creationism—we can now begin to assess whether beliefs about specific topics 

pertaining to institutional science cluster together to form ideological bundles.  It is 

crucial to the project at hand to lay the groundwork for more advanced statistical 

assessments by first determining how, if at all, attitudes toward science cluster together.  

Although a substantial body of literature in sociology has explored various facets of 

religious belief, much less is known about the patterning of the general public’s views on 

science.  Importantly then the sociological arrangements of attitudes toward science 

receive focus here before turning to examine if and how attitudes about science relate to 

other moral and political views.  After exploring the potential clustering of opinions 

about science, the sociodemographic, political, and religious characteristics of those 

holding certain stances toward institutional science are explored.  The aim of the current 

chapter is to distinguish sociological patterns of attitudes about science while 

simultaneously using this information to establish the groundwork upon which more in-
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depth analyses of the ideological connections between science, religion, and political 

ideology can be undertaken. 

In accordance with the general analytical and theoretical frames applied, it is 

necessary to assess attitudes toward science from a cultural, rather than a more formal 

epistemic theoretical standpoint.1

A useful theoretical concept for this process is epistemic authority, meaning 

where individuals locate the source of authoritative renderings about knowledge on a 

given topic.  Atheists who place themselves in the “strict materialist” camp locate the 

final source of authority about specific phenomena or occurrences in naturalistic 

explanations.  Conversely it has been suggested that the distinguishing characteristic of 

fundamentalist religious movements is locating the ultimate source of authority on all 

matters in a sacred text (Ammerman, 1987; Boone, 1989; Hood et al., 2005; Hunter, 

1983).  Proctor (2005) asserts that adherence to a single source of authority, be it science 

or religion, can be conceptualized as “commitment without critique,” which typically 

results in strict adherence to a privileged source of authority, and tending toward rigid 

  However, in order to better understand the sociological 

patterning of attitudes toward institutional science it is necessary to delve into issues of 

epistemological hierarchies, namely, those employed by various interpretive communities 

in the United States.  More plainly, while I will continue to avoid making strong 

ideological proscriptions, it is necessary to deal with the ideological statements of others 

if any headway is to be made in furthering our understanding of the cultural connections 

between science and religion. 

                                                 
1 I will return briefly to the connection between epistemic positions and their relationship to 

metaphysical stances in the concluding chapter.  Although there is no need to assume an inherent epistemic 
conflict between religion and science, there is an inherent relationship between metaphysical positions and 
epistemic authority. 
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criticism of other perspectives.  More generally, it has been suggested that the concept of 

authority is central to any type of dogmatism or analytical perspective privileging one 

source of authority above all others on all matters (Rokeach, 1960).  Individuals adhering 

to a worldview privileging a specific type of authority essentially screen information 

from without for its consistency with previously held knowledge, rather than engaging in 

an interactive dialogue between multiple perspectives. 

Another insightful concept for examining the impact of a worldview dominated 

by a narrow perspective on epistemic authority is that of a cultural schema (Sewell, 

2005).  Cultural schemas represent patterns of interpretation and approaches to 

understanding the world that, while seemingly a matter of individual belief, are actually 

derived from (and reconstitutive of) broader sociological trends.  As outlined in the 

introduction, it is assumed that patterns of individual cognitive schemas are created by, 

and help to reproduce conditions of social structure.  Cognitive schemas are at least 

partially derived from sociological sources because adherence to specific interpretive 

patterns are adopted and reinforced by “interpretive communities,” wherein people 

espouse and reaffirm similar worldviews (Fish, 1980).  This is as equally true for strict 

materialists as for Biblical literalists—as each are participants in a particular discursive 

community.   

 
  Scaling Attitudes toward Science 

 
In examining attitudes toward science, we must first assess the measures available 

to determine if they need to continue to be examined one by one, or if multiple measures 

act as indicators of a more general, underlying belief set.  A principal components factor 

analysis with Varimax rotation was conducted to assess whether the multiple questions 
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about science available on the BRS were tapping into an underlying construct.  The 

results of this analysis are displayed in Table 5.1.   

All of the variables dealing with science except two loaded on the same factor.  

The measures stating “science reveals God’s glory” and “science and religion are 

incompatible” did not load with the other measures.  The question of who perceives a 

conflict between science and religion has already been explored, leaving the question 

about science revealing God’s glory as the only one that does not receive direct focus in 

this study.2

These attitudes about science do tend to cluster together, but in order to 

understand the sociological patterns of American attitudes toward science it is imperative 

to make efforts toward identifying the type of belief systems and social patterns that 

  It is important to note the strength of the underlying association between the 

other measures, as they all have rotated factor loadings above .6.  The measures for 

whether science will provide answers to human problems and acceptance of evolution 

loaded with negative scores, therefore they are reverse coded before inclusion in the 

additive scale.  The Cronbach’s alpha for the scale using these five items is .76, and the 

reliability of the scale would not increase if any of the items were removed.  The scale 

has a range from 5 to 25, with higher scores indicating the presence of a more anti-

institutional science perspective.  

                                                 
2 The failure of this measure to load with the others is particularly interesting considering its 

prominent place in spurring, at least ideologically, the scientific revolution that occurred in the 17th century 
(Merton, [1938] 1970).  Taken in concert with the generally secularized orientation of contemporary 
scientists and science as an institution, this speaks to the fact that, much like Weber’s ([1930] 2002) 
arguments about the “Protestant ethic” and capitalism, the catalyzing ideological component may no longer 
be necessary once science becomes its own rationalized, separate social institution.   The evidence from the 
data analyzed here indicates that this belief does not cluster with other attitudes about science among the 
general public either.  Additional analyses (not shown) reveal that this belief is strongly influenced by 
religious variables and education, with more educated respondents affirming this view more often; 
however, once again Biblical literalism significantly interacts with the education measure, such that for 
those disavowing the divinity of the Bible, education has relatively no effect on this belief, while for 
stronger literalists education has a strong positive influence.    
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constitute the primary cleavages between various types of attitudes toward science and 

religion.  Therefore it is pertinent to ask: What are the factors that emerge as important 

 
Table 5.1 

Factor Analysis of Attitudes toward Science 

Principal Components Analysis 
Varimax Rotation 
 

predictors of these constellations of belief?  Although there is relatively little extant 

research on this topic, there are some expectations that can be derived from other lines of 

inquiry. 

 
Independent Variables of Interest 

 
 

Biblical Literalism 
 

As was demonstrated in the previous two chapters, Biblical literalism is a crucial 

identity for understanding attitudes toward science.  While a truly literal, non-interpretive 

reading of a text is impossible (considering the role of the reader in the communicative 

action in question)3

                                                 
3 Crapanzano (2000) offers an insightful look into “literalism” as an interpretive position by 

examining Biblical and Constitutional literalism. 

, Biblical literalism nevertheless stands as an important identity 

adopted by many Christians in America, as well as a foundational ideological component 

of many interpretative communities.  To orient the more specific question of which social 

Variable  Factor Loading Score 
Rely too much on science… .811 
Science will provide answers -.647 
Science reveals God’s glory .219 
Humans evolved from primates -.789 
Creationism should be taught in public schools .609 
Science and religion are incompatible  .099 
Most scientists are hostile to religion .672 
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factors significantly impact attitudes toward science, it is once again helpful to 

incorporate theory that has been proposed regarding the role and process that a 

purportedly literal reading of the Bible plays as a source of authority.  Boone (1989) and 

Hood et al. (2005) utilize text-based approaches as a lens through which to understand 

the relationship between “fundamentalism” and views of the Bible.  These scholars argue 

that the primacy of importance accorded the Bible as a source of knowledge, guidance, 

and authority is such that conservative Protestant groups in America can scarcely be 

understood without considering the role of the Bible in their discourse, and the 

corresponding views of what they believe it means.   

Hood et al. (2005) assert that the most important feature of Biblical literalism is 

its capacity to orient adherents to an intra-textual source of authority, where the ultimate 

authority on any given topic is located within a sacred text, and not between dialogues of 

various sources.  They suggest that “what distinguishes fundamentalism from other 

religious profiles is its particular approach toward understanding religion, which elevates 

the role of the sacred text to a supreme authority and subordinates all other potential 

sources of knowledge and meaning” (2005, p. 13 italics in original).  From such a 

perspective other sources of knowledge are evaluated in reference to the sacred text, and 

those not in accordance with the meaning espoused within the interpretive community are 

discarded, disbelieved, or ignored.  In contrast, non-literalist approaches toward a sacred 

text are—at least hypothetically—open to the possibility of a dialogue between other 

sources of knowledge and one’s religious outlook. 

For interpretive communities maintaining a position of intratextuality, any 

uncertainty or conflict between the views of the community and other positions available 
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in the marketplace of ideas will result in a return to the officially sanctioned reading of 

the text, as this is considered the safest place upon which to assume a stance on any given 

topic (Ammerman, 1987; Boone, 1989).  When there are issues of dispute such as those 

between creationist accounts in Genesis and naturalistic evolution, participants in 

literalist interpretive communities feel that science cannot be allowed to become the 

arbiter of scripture, lest the general epistemic superiority of the Bible be compromised.  

In short: “Situated in the center of the web of fundamentalist discourse is the Bible, its 

inerrant words the basis both for verifying and justifying commentary external to it” 

(Boone, 1989, p. 109).                         

 Beyond the importance of view of the Bible for assessing a wide range of topics, 

it is particularly meaningful for analyzing attitudes toward contemporary institutional 

science,4

                                                 
4 The distinction is made regarding contemporary “institutional” science because literalist and 

conservative Protestant traditions are not anti-science in toto, as evinced by efforts to embed creationist 
views in scientific rhetorical frames.  Further, although such groups typically object to contemporary 
science, as mentioned, they are not necessarily opposed to pre-Darwinian, Baconian science, which is 
primarily inductive, and therefore offers a built-in complimentary theoretical space that can be occupied by 
a creator deity.    

 as previous chapters indicate that many contentious issues involving science 

and religion in the United States center around a literalist reading of the Bible.  

Proponents from each side of these debates routinely assail the opposition for rigid 

dogmatism to a source of authority they themselves do not recognize.  Further, 

fundamentalist movements are frequently conceptualized in social scientific literature as 

being constituted by their reaction to “modernity,” in which institutional science plays a 

leading part (cf. Ammerman, 1987; Bruce, 2000; Casanova, 1996; Hunter, 1983; 

Lawrence, 1989; Leinisch, 2007; Marsden, 2006; Moaddel, 2005).    
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Although views of the Bible appear to be a matter of personal theology, 

embedding these views within broader contexts of interpretive communities and their 

approach to modernity assists in drawing out how seemingly personal views are produced 

by, and help to reproduce certain cultural schemas found within the discourse of 

communities.  The conflict between cultural traditionalists and cultural progressives is 

therefore best conceptualized as a conflict between competing views concerning the 

nature of reality (Eve & Harrold, 1991; Page & Clelland, 1978).  This places the 

importance of conservative Protestants, as well as irreligious subcultures, into shaper 

relief than simply considering stance toward the Bible and epistemic authority as solely 

issues of personal theology. 

Concerning the categories outlined by RELTRAD, the expectations here follow 

the same pattern as those in the previous chapter.  It is expected that evangelical 

Protestants and black Protestants will have the least favorable attitudes toward 

institutional science due to their theologically conservative traditions.  As has been 

outlined extensively, conservative Protestant traditions have a historical and cultural 

legacy of resisting the forces of “modernity,” including scientific claims that differ from 

specific beliefs comprising their ideology.  Attitudes about science themselves serve as 

important symbolic boundaries delineating conservative Protestants from more liberal 

Protestant groups, while also offering a degree of separation from secular worldviews 

(Hunter, 1983, 1987).  Mainline Protestants and Catholics are expected to be more 

favorable towards institutional science than evangelicals and black Protestants, but less 

favorable than Jews and those with no religion.   
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Socioeconomic Status 
 

 Another important dimension along which attitudes toward institutional science 

may cleave is socioeconomic status.  This is especially the case concerning education, as 

most forms of higher education attempt to inculcate a naturalistic and secular outlook in 

students pertaining to science, and a multi-cultural perspective more generally.  There are 

alternative forms of education that transmit knowledge from a specific religious 

perspective, but overall American higher education is generally secular in orientation 

(Smith, 2003b).   

 Regarding material success, contemporary economic functioning relies heavily on 

the use of science’s real-world applicable kin, technology.  A high level of success in 

economic and social systems reliant on technology derived from contemporary science 

essentially provides those with high levels of income a “stake in conformity” concerning 

institutional science.  Empirical analyses have supported the idea that SES has a 

significant impact on attitudes toward science (Ellison & Musick, 1995; Mazur, 2005; 

Woodrum & Hoban, 1992).  This is not to suggest that there are not people within anti-

institutional science movements who are of high education or socioeconomic status; 

because there are—especially in positions of leadership.  Still, on the aggregate, it is 

reasonable to anticipate a negative association between increasing socioeconomic status 

and anti-institutional science attitudes.  More pragmatically, the significant influence of 

education on attitudes toward creationism and evolution outlined in the previous chapter 

points to the high likelihood of education as a predictor of more general attitudes that 

include these beliefs.  
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Region and Place 
 

 There are other sociodemographic factors expected to influence attitudes toward 

institutional science.  Concerning region, it is expected that the South will be an 

environment more hospitable to anti-science attitudes, although this effect will likely be 

attenuated by the inclusion of religious variables in a multivariate context.  More directly, 

it is expected that the Southern United States will contain a higher level of anti-

institutional science sentiment, but that this influence will mostly be channeled through 

religious factors.  To be fair, the anti-science attitude of those in the South, especially in 

rural areas, has often been caricatured in popular portrayals, when in fact events such as 

the Scopes Trial arose precisely because evolutionary ideas had made substantial inroads 

into education in the South (Numbers & Stephens, 1999).  Still, even with this caveat 

against the stereotyping of people in this region, it is expected that Southerners will have 

an aggregate of public opinion on science differing from other regions.   

Concerning place of residence, there is evidence suggesting that size of place can 

have an impact on attitudes toward creationism (Eckberg, 1992), as those living in rural 

areas are not as likely to be confronted by the multiplicity of lifestyle perspectives 

available in urban areas, a view rooted in classical sociological theory concerning 

urbanization and its impact on individual psychology  (Durkheim, [1893] 1947; Simmel, 

1971; Tönnies, [1887] 1957). 

 
Political Identity  

 
 In dealing with concepts such as ideology and sources of authority, it is necessary 

to include a discussion of political identity.  This would the be the case regardless of the 

specific cultural circumstances in question, but is even more crucial in the contemporary 
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American context, which has seen movements of the “Religious Right” that have tied 

anti-institutional science claims into a more general political outlook of moral 

conservatism.  From a cultural traditionalist viewpoint, many issues involving 

contemporary science are seen as part and parcel of broader liberalizing trends 

(Ammerman, 1990).  Extant studies of attitudes toward science in the United States have 

found political identities to be an important feature of such views (Eckberg & 

Nesterenko, 1985; Eve & Dunn, 1990; Eve & Harrold, 1991; Harrold & Eve, 1995; 

Mazur, 2005; Miller, Scott, & Okamoto, 2006; Proctor, 2005; Woodrum & Hoban, 

1992).  In general: “science policy issues now constitute a continuing and important 

component of the national political agenda” (Miller, 1983, p. 1).   

It is only “natural” that anti-institutional science attitudes would be adopted as a 

component of some versions of current conservative political ideologies, considering that 

a primary source of many of these attitudes is conservative Protestant religious traditions.  

Given the current overlap between political and religious conservatives on many moral 

issues, attitudes toward science are likely to make their way into some conservative 

political agendas.  In accordance with previous findings and the intertwining of political 

and religious conservatism in the context to be examined, it is expected that individuals 

with conservative political identities will average higher levels of anti-institutional 

science sentiment than will those who self-identify as liberal.     

 
Interaction Effects 

In addition to testing the lower order effects of social, political, and religious 

variables on attitudes toward science, I will once again assess whether views toward the 

Bible significantly condition the effects of education.  Similarly, an interaction will again 
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be tested for political identity and education.  In each case the expectation is that the 

negative effects of increased education for anti-institutional science views will be 

attenuated for respondents holding a more “conservative” political or religious 

orientation.  This follows from ideas about epistemic authority put forth in this chapter, 

and most importantly, from the results and theorizing presented in the previous chapter.   

In sum, what is being posited is that those with ideological outlooks rooted in 

transcendent sources of epistemic authority will be less likely to acquire pro-institutional 

science attitudes through increased educational attainment compared to those with less 

literal stances toward the Bible or more politically liberal identities.  More culturally 

traditional identities are expected to be lenses that filter out much of the pro-intuitional 

science perspective transmitted through higher education.  Additionally, since individuals 

choose their course of learning after secondary school, they may seek out sources of 

information compatible with their pre-existing views, or simply avoid courses of study 

that present information conflicting with their pre-existing views.   

 
Results 

 
 
Bivariate Connections  

 
As Figure 5.1 shows, among the American public overall, attitudes toward 

institutional science show a relatively normal distribution.  This is beneficial for 

parametric statistical analyses relying on the assumption of a normal distribution, such as 

ordinary least squares regression.  It also offers an opportunity for examining the 

differences between the majority of people contained in the “middle ground” and those at 

each end of the continuum.  In order to make simple comparisons and offer some 
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substantive clarity on the issue, those who scored between 5 and 9 on the scale (over one 

standard deviation below the mean on the scale) were placed into a sub-grouping of 

people who are pro-institutional science in attitude (N=260; 17% of those answering the 

questions).  Similarly those who scored between 21 and 25 on the scale (over one 

standard deviation above the mean on the scale) were placed in a sub-grouping of those 

who are anti-institutional in science sentiment (N=192; 12% of those answering).   
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Respondents scoring between 10 and 20 on the scale were grouped into a “middle 

category” (N=1,116; 71% of those answering).   

Figure 5.2 shows the social characteristics of each of the three sub-groupings.  

The information shown in the figure represents the percentage within each sub-grouping 

who have the specific characteristic in question (e.g. 48% of those in the pro-science  
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grouping have a college degree).  The relevant comparisons for these graphs are between 

the sub-groupings.  For educational attainment a higher percentage of those in the pro-

science (48%) and middle categories (24%) have college degrees compared to the anti-

institutional science grouping (14%).  A similar trend is present for income, with the pro-

institutional science grouping having a higher percentage of people who earn over    

$100,000 per year (31%), compared to the middle (21%) and anti-institutional science 

(6%) groupings.  Regarding race, a higher proportion of whites are found in the pro-

science grouping, while a higher proportion of blacks are found in the anti-science 

grouping.  Those in the pro-institutional science grouping are also less likely to live in 

rural areas (15%) or the South (22%), compared to those in the anti-institutional science 

grouping (32% rural and 42% Southern). 

Figure 5.3 shows the composition of each sub-grouping concerning political 

identity.  59% of those in the pro-institutional science grouping consider themselves 

liberal, compared to 26% considering themselves moderates and 15% who consider 

themselves conservative.  The middle grouping contains 22% liberals, 31% moderates, 

and 47% conservatives.  Finally, the anti-science grouping contains only 3% liberals and 

21% moderates, leaving 76% who consider themselves conservative.  Figure 5.4 

compares the same three sub-groupings on a variety of religious characteristics.  Again 

the relevant comparison is between groupings on each variable.  A dramatic difference 

can be seen regarding view of the Bible, such that 67% of those in the anti-institutional 

science grouping consider themselves Biblical literalists, compared to 0% (1 respondent) 

in the pro-institutional science category.  Conversely 73% of those in the pro-institutional 

science grouping disavow the divinity of the Bible, compared to 1% of those in the anti-
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institutional science category.  We can also see that 80% of those in the anti-science 

grouping are conservative Protestants (evangelicals or black Protestants) compared to 

10% of those in the pro-institutional science grouping.  Conversely 39% of those in the 

pro-science grouping are not religiously affiliated, compared to only 7% of those in the 

middle category and 4% of those in the anti-science grouping.   Specific connections 

between attitudes toward science and irreligion will be drawn out more fully in the next 

chapter.  Concerning attendance at religious services, those in the pro-science category 

are more likely to never attend, while those in the anti-science grouping are more likely 

to report attending at least once a week. 

These initial bivariate comparisons lend support to the idea that these attitudes 

cleave along specific social, political, and religious lines in American culture.  The 

distribution of scores on the scale of attitudes toward institutional science suggests that 

most Americans are moderate in their support or antipathy toward science.  Having 

examined these issues in bivariate context, predictors of these attitudes are now assessed 

in a multivariate context. 

 
Predicting Attitudes toward Science in a Multivariate Context 

 
 Model 1 in Table 5.2 uses only sociodemographic variables to predict anti-

institutional science attitudes.  Income, education, and a more liberal political identity 

have significant negative effects, while being female, African American, and married 

have significant positive effects.  In this model those living in more rural areas and in the 

South are also more likely to have anti-institutional science attitudes.  Political identity 

(B=-.493, p≤.001) is the strongest variable in this model.  Sociodemographic factors 

alone explain roughly 37% of the variance in attitudes toward institutional science.   
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 Model 2 adds variables for religious tradition and attendance at religious services.  Here 

we can see that those who attend more often, as well as evangelicals, are significantly 

more likely to have anti-institutional science attitudes.    

 
Table 5.2 

OLS Models Predicting Anti-Institutional Science Scale  
(unstandardized coefficients with standardized coefficients in parentheses)   

 *** P≤.001   ** P≤ .01   * P≤.05 
a: White is reference category  
b: South is reference category  
c: Evangelicals are reference category  
 
 

Variable  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Constant 19.873*** 18.121*** 12.514*** 
Sociodemographics    
     Income -.420 (-.138)*** -.301 (-.098)*** -.165 (-.053)* 
     Education -.198 (-.064)** -.241 (-.077)*** -.149 (-.047)* 
     Female 1.024 (.108)*** .332 (.035) .221 (.023) 
     Blacka 3.045 (.167)*** 2.467 (.132)*** 1.772 (.093)*** 
     Other racea .493 (.027) .121 (.007) -.206 (-.011) 
     Age -.009 (-.031) -.003 (-.011) .002 (.007) 
     Married .831 (.083)*** .358 (.035) .345 (.034) 
     Rural  .470 (.094)*** .396 (.079)*** .333 (.066)*** 
Regionb    
     East -1.660 (-.143)*** -.935 (-.080)*** -.856 (-.072)*** 
     Midwest -.550 (-.050)* -.513 (-.046)* -.326 (-.029) 
     West -1.182 (-.104)*** -.333 (-.029) -.094 (-.008) 
Politics    
     Political ID  -1.425 (-.493)*** -.825 (-.282)*** -.606 (-.207)*** 
RELTRADc    
     Black Protestant          --- -1.492 (-.062)* -1.493 (-.062)* 
     Catholic          --- -1.903 (-.166)*** -1.321 (-.114)*** 
     Mainline          --- -2.036 (-.173)*** -1.462 (-.122)*** 
     Jewish          --- -4.600 (-.133)*** -3.345 (-.095)*** 
     None          --- -3.561 (-.245)*** -2.217 (-.147)*** 
     Other          --- -1.954 (-.100)*** -1.036 (-.053)** 
Religiosity    
     Attendance          --- .521 (.319)*** .323 (.195)*** 
     Literalism          --- --- 1.593 (.368)*** 
    
Adjusted R2 .371 .546 .626 
N 1371 1331 1228 
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Model 3 includes all of the independent variables of interest except the interactions, 

adding view of the Bible to the models.  Overall higher socioeconomic status is 

negatively associated with anti-institutional attitudes toward science, as both education 

(B=-.047; p≤.05) and income level (B=-.053; p≤.05) have significant negative impacts.  

African Americans average 1.772 points higher on the scale than whites (p≤.001), net of 

other factors.  A more liberal political identity remains a strong predictor in this model as 

well (B=-.207; p≤.001), although the relative strength of this variable is attenuated by the 

inclusion of religious measures.  Concerning place of residence, those in rural areas 

(B=.066; p≤.001) tend to have stronger anti-science sentiment, as do Southerners 

compared to those in the East (B=-.072; p≤.001), although the differences between the 

South and the Midwest and West become non-significant in the full model. 

Concerning religious characteristics, evangelicals have the strongest anti-

institutional science attitudes of any religious tradition, net of other factors.5

                                                 
5 Evangelicals and black Protestants are actually quite similar in their overall disapproval of 

institutional science.  Only after controlling for race separately does the difference between these religious 
traditions become statistically significant.   

  

Evangelicals are most different from Jewish and religiously unaffiliated respondents, who 

average 3.345 (p≤.001) and 2.217 (p≤.001) points less than evangelicals on the scale 

respectively.  Finally attendance at religious services (B=.195; p≤.001) and Biblical 

literalism (B=.368; p≤.001) have strong positive effects on anti-institutional science 

attitudes.  The Biblical literalism variable is by far the strongest predictor of attitudes 

toward science, with political identity a distant second.  The estimated variance 

accounted for is raised from 37% in Model 1 to 63% in Model 3, indicating the strength 

of the religious variables.  Perhaps more persuasively, an OLS model using the Biblical 
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literalism measure as the only independent variable has an adjusted R-squared statistic of 

.474.  This relationship will be explored more extensively in Chapter 7.      

 
Table 5.3 

OLS Models on Anti-Institutional Science Scale Assessing Interactions for Education  
(unstandardized coefficients with standardized coefficients in parentheses) 

*** P≤.001   ** P≤ .01   * P≤.05 
a: White is reference category  
b: South is reference category  
c: Evangelicals are reference category  

Variable  Model 1 Model 2 
Constant 13.591*** 11.298*** 
Sociodemographics   
     Income -.168 (-.054)* -.163 (-.053)* 
     Education -.420 (-.133)** -.126 (-.040) 
     Female .243 (.025) .236 (.025) 
     Blacka 1.785 (.094)*** 1.795 (.094)*** 
     Other racea -.220 (-.012) -.216 (-.012) 
     Age .003 (.008) .002 (.007) 
     Married .354 (.035) .354 (.035) 
     Rural  .339 (.067)*** .338 (.067)*** 
Regionb   
     East -.865 (-.073)*** -.848 (-.071)*** 
     Midwest -.352 (-.032) -.339 (-.031) 
     West -.094 (-.008) -.091 (-.008) 
Politics   
     Political ID -.593 (-.203)*** -.285 (-.097) 
RELTRADc   
     Black Protestant -1.500 (-.062)* -1.540 (-.064)* 
     Catholic -1.316 (-.114)*** -1.323 (-.114)*** 
     Mainline -1.471 (-.123)*** -1.465 (-.122)*** 
     Jewish -3.144 (-.089)*** -3.310 (-.094)*** 
     None -2.156 (-.143)*** -2.173 (-.144)*** 
     Other -.995 (-.050)* -1.053 (-.053)** 
Religiosity   
     Attendance .318 (.192)*** .321 (.194)*** 
     Literalism 1.128 (.261)*** 1.587 (.367)*** 
Interactions   
     Bible X Educ. .111 (.132)*                   --- 
     Pol. X Educ.                    ---                 -.072 (-.159)* 
   
Adjusted R2 .628 .628 
N 1228   1228 
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Table 5.3 presents two models assessing whether there are differential effects for 

education on attitudes toward science depending on political and religious ideological 

orientation.  Model 1 shows that there is a significant interaction between Biblical 

literalism and education (b=.111; p≤.05).  Model 2 shows that there is also a significant 

interaction between political identity and education (b=-.072; p≤.05).  Figures 5.5 and 5.6 

graphically display the effects of education by Biblical literalism and political identity 

respectively. 

 Figures 5.5 and 5.6 visually convey the difference in the effects of education 

depending on religious and political conservatism.  The negative effects of education on 

anti-institutional science attitudes are essentially nullified for both Biblical literalists and 

those who consider themselves to be “extremely conservative” politically.  This proffers 

more evidence for the idea that the impact of education on one’s perspective about 

science differs substantially depending on a cultural traditionalist or progressivist 

orientation.  Once again, higher educational attainment tends to have the effect of making 

individuals more favorable towards institutional science, but this effect is dependent upon 

religious and political identities.  Education then appears to only have these effects on 

individuals who are open to non-religious sources of epistemic authority.  

 
Discussion 

 
The empirical evidence presented in this chapter has substantial implications for 

understanding Americans’ attitudes toward science.  Although a battery of questions was 

asked about science, many of these issues load on the same factor, indicating an 

underlying, general stance toward science.  The majority of Americans fall toward the 

middle of the continuum on attitudes about institutional science; however, those who are 

25 
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toward the ends of this spectrum tend to have distinctive social characteristics, similar to 

those on each side perceiving a conflict between science and religion.  Such patterns can 

be seen with regard to political identity, religious beliefs and affiliation, and 

sociodemographics.   

There are several findings of note with reference to the sociological patterning of 

attitudes toward science in the United States.  First, socioeconomic status has a negative 

relationship with anti-institutional science attitudes.  Individuals with higher levels of 

education and income are typically more favorable to science, although the effects of 

education are contingent upon religious and political identity.  Next, African Americans 

tend to have a more negative view of science than whites.  Americans living in rural areas 

also tend to have a more negative view of institutional science.  Women tend toward a 

more negative view of science, but these effects are due to higher levels of participation 

in religion, as the gender variable is attenuated to non-significance after accounting for 

religious tradition and service attendance.  Similarly regional differences are largely the 

result of varying religious composition.  Taken together, these findings suggest a 

deprivation effect where members of more marginalized status groups in American 

society are more likely to have negative views of science.  This is a confluent result of 

higher religious commitment and lower stakes in conformity.  Given the rhetorical and 

political power of science as a social institution, it appears that individuals who are less 

integrated into hegemonic status groups in America (those with low SES, African 

Americans, women, those in the South, rural residents) are less favorable in their 

evaluations of institutional science.   



 

154 

Regarding political identity, those who consider themselves more politically 

liberal are much less likely to espouse negative views of science.  Further, the typical 

effect of education for reducing antipathy toward science is severely attenuated among 

those considering themselves hardline political conservatives.  As with view of the Bible, 

we can see that ideological orientations resistant to non-traditional sources of authority 

tend to cancel out the influence of educational attainment for socializing individuals into 

a positive evaluation of science.   

Perhaps most importantly, the models shown once again point to the strength of 

religious factors in influencing Americans’ view of science.  Overall, evangelicals are the 

most opposed to institutional science, differing significantly from all other RELTRAD 

categories in the analyses conducted.  Not surprisingly conservative Protestants were the 

most different from Jewish respondents and those claiming no religious affiliation; but 

they are also substantially different from more moderate Protestants and Catholics.  As 

expected, attendance at religious services and stance toward the Bible were strong 

predictors of attitudes toward science, with Biblical literalism being the strongest 

correlate assessed.  All of this suggests that Americans’ attitudes toward science intersect 

in decidedly significant ways with religious beliefs, affiliation, and practices.  

Additionally the relatively high R-squared values in multivariate models indicate that 

attitudes toward science are strongly influenced by multiple social and religious factors, 

and that any investigation of public opinion regarding science must take these 

considerations seriously. 

  Outlining some of the patterns of attitudes toward science and the sociological 

factors that structure them provides a firmer foundation upon which to embed views 



 

155 

toward science into the broader ideological landscape.  Many of the questions about 

science assessed on the BRS cluster together, setting the stage for examining how this 

cluster of beliefs relates to other moral and political orientations.  More specifically, 

Chapter 6 explores this set of beliefs in relation to irreligious positions such as claiming 

no religion or being an atheist or agnostic, while Chapter 7 examines the relationship 

between attitudes toward science and a variety of moral and political attitudes to better 

determine if and how these beliefs are woven into the broader ideological fabric of 

contemporary America.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

Science and Irreligion  
 

I see no good reason why the views given in this volume should shock the 
religious feelings of any one  

 
—Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species, [1872] 1993, p. 437 

 
I have never had the least sympathy with the a priori reasons against orthodoxy, 
and I have by nature and disposition the greatest possible antipathy to all the 
atheistic and infidel schools. Nevertheless I know that I am, in spite of myself, 
exactly what the Christian would call, and, so far as I can see, is justified in 
calling, atheist and infidel  
 

—Thomas H. Huxley, 1863 
 
 

Vocal proponents of irreligious positions in popular culture and public discourse 

have become inextricably associated with metaphysical materialism using scientific 

findings and principals as foundational tenets of their worldview.  In recent years this 

charge has been led by the likes of Richard Dawkins (1987, 2003, 2006), Sam Harris 

(2004), Christopher Hitchens (2007a, 2007b), and Daniel Dennett (2007), who have 

offered “gospels of atheism.”1

                                                 
1 This phrase is borrowed from Kijeski (2008). 

  The idea that ardent non-believers would need anything 

resembling gospels is a rich irony not lost on many commentators.  Still, it is a 

foundational axiom in the social scientific study of belief systems that all positions are 

necessarily socially constructed in some sense, as even positions that are non-religious 

must assemble some sort of “plausibility structure” regarding their beliefs.  From this 

perspective it is only natural that an interpretive community, regardless of the character 

or content of its beliefs, should offer media and polemics in efforts to claim, legitimate, 
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and persuade others of their particular ideological position, and to demarcate cultural 

space. 

 The ideological contentions between strong progressivist versions of 

Enlightenment perspectives and religion are rooted in the historical development of the 

scientific revolution, as well as political and economic changes occurring in Western 

Europe during this time period.  Led by educated elites, rising intellectual classes in an 

era of economic and geographic expansion began promoting Enlightenment perspectives, 

and used such rationales for the legitimation of the academy more generally (see Mcleod, 

2000; Wuthnow, 1987).  As outlined in Chapter 1, many of these approaches utilized 

science as the symbolic vehicle for the advance of reason, juxtaposing it as the light to 

pierce through the darkness of religion and superstition.  As Wuthnow (1989) noted in his 

exploration of the ideological trends of the Enlightenment: 

It has also been suggested that the pursuit of science, even apart from the content 
of scientific discoveries, came to symbolize reason and moderations as opposed to 
sectarianism, dogma, and ideological conflict.  Science was something on which 
reasonable people could apparently agree and work together for the public good… 
Thus, there were often direct institutional and even personal linkages between 
science and the Enlightenment, as well as more general intellectual currents that 
were simply available in the culture at large (p. 172).  

 
The expansion and popularization of these ideas was not confined to philosophers such as 

Hume and Voltaire, as sociology proper was born out of Enlightenment principles, in an 

effort to apply natural philosophies to the study of the social.  Without exaggeration, it 

can be said that Comte, Spencer, Durkheim, Weber, and Marx—the “founding fathers” of 

sociology as a legitimate academic pursuit—all contributed to some version of models 

outlining teleological, historical transitions from “religion to reason” as the progress of 

modernity marched forward.  Comte ([1851] 1875) even self-consciously pitched his new 
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“queen of the sciences” as the approach that would eventually replace religion.  In short, 

anti-religious, pro-science stances came to be associated with progress and modernity in 

certain intellectual circles, including the coalescing discipline of sociology.  American 

sociology eventually contained a more religious strain embedded within social gospel 

movements, but this was displaced through the success of a secularizing social movement 

in academe (Smith, 2003b).   

In conducting contemporary work on the issue of science and irreligion, it is 

important to acknowledge this historical legacy; and to move beyond it.  Instead of 

assuming this progressive model of secularization and the inevitable conflict between 

science and religion, this study assumes that due to the cultural and ideological legacy of 

the Enlightenment, as well as the work of modern secularist advocates, irreligious 

individuals will tend to affirm a strongly scientistic worldview.  In other words, this is 

expected due to the sociological structuring of ideological trends rather than any inherent 

opposition between science and religion, in keeping with the meta-theoretical foundations 

of the study.           

While the polemical positions of the aforementioned non-religious proponents 

will not be advanced nor responded to here, the idea that views about science are 

associated with the choice to be irreligious must be taken seriously on an empirical level 

as potentially occurring in the American context.  As was mentioned at the outset, there 

are no shortages of anti-religious, pro-science polemics (or vice versa) available for 

popular consumption.  Therefore it is quite reasonable to expect views toward science to 

be related to being irreligious, on the aggregate.  The historical legacy of the 

Enlightenment, the particular cultural space of Western thought, and the discourse that 
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surrounds issues of science and religion are taken as starting points for formulating these 

expectations.  Accordingly, this chapter will attempt to add to the contemporary 

understanding of irreligion in the United States by examining the connection between 

attitudes toward science and being religiously unaffiliated, as well as being a theistic non-

believer.          

 
Previous Research on the Irreligious 

 
  While a considerable amount of theoretical work has been conducted on the 

potential sources of irreligion from the standpoint of secularization, the empirical 

literature available on the subject is comparatively sparse.  More recently however, many 

scholars have undertaken empirical assessments of irreligion in its various forms.  

Researchers have particularly taken notice in Western Europe due to its relatively secular 

cultural context (Bruce, 2002; Norris & Inglehart, 2004).  In the American context, the 

irreligious received some attention from social scientists in the 1960s and 70s (e.g. C. 

Campbell, 1972; Hale, 1977; Vernon, 1968a, 1968b; Welch, 1978a, 1978b), but then 

suffered from relative inattention until the last decade. The recent resurgence of interest 

in these topics is due in no small part to the increasing number of people claiming “no 

religion” in the United States over the past thirty years (see Hout & Fischer, 2002; 

Kosmin & Keysar, 2006).     

 Consistent sociodemographic patterns of irreligion have emerged from these 

studies.  Namely, the religiously unaffiliated are more likely to be male, have fewer 

children, while theistic non-believers share these patterns and additionally tend toward 

higher levels of education,  (cf. Bainbridge, 2005; Baker & Smith, 2009a; Hayes, 2000; 

Sherkat, 2008).  In the United States, irreligion is associated with location, as the West 
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has been characterized as containing more unchurched individuals (Kosmin & Keysar, 

2006).  Therefore, in contrast to previous chapters that have used South as the reference 

category, West will be used as a single dummy variable in this chapter.   

Recent work has also demonstrated an important link between irreligion and 

political liberalism is the United States.  Hout and Fischer (2002) proposed that the 

increase in the proportion of Americans who claim “no religion” is at least partially due 

to the politicization of religion by the Religious Right.  Assessing thirty years of data 

from the GSS, they demonstrate that those in the increasing number claiming “no 

religion” are disproportionately politically liberal.  What makes this explanation 

sociologically appealing is that it takes seriously the cultural context in which this trend 

has been occurring and incorporates some of the effects of the dialectical political 

discourse that has transpired between cultural traditionalists and progressivists.  As was 

seen in Chapter 3, the irreligious are disproportionately likely to favor science and take 

cultural progressivist stances, just as those who consider themselves Biblical literalists 

are disproportionately likely to have anti-institutional science orientations and take 

cultural traditionalist stances.  One way in which this study can build on the work of Hout 

and Fischer is to assess how much of the influence of political affiliation is being driven 

by underlying attitudes toward science and religion.          

Beyond the sociodemographic and political influences of claiming no religion or 

not believing in theistic concepts, it is important to consider childhood socialization and 

reference group views in the form of parental religious affiliation and frequency of 

attendance at religious services as a child, as such factors have a strong relationship to 

irreligion in adults (Baker & Smith, 2009a).  Most importantly, it is crucial to recognize 
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that irreligious positions still constitute assertive worldviews, and rely extensively on 

social networks, as well as the incorporation of specific discourses available in their 

respective interpretive communities.  Just like religious beliefs, irreligion requires 

exposure to an interpretive community of like-minded individuals, both through personal 

contact and the consumption of various forms of media.  Irreligious views are easier to 

maintain when one can strengthen his plausibility structure through social connections, 

support, and the consumption of ideas and arguments taken to be consistent with such 

beliefs.  It is expected that, on the aggregate, both the religiously unaffiliated and non-

theistic believers will be influenced by advocates stressing the connections between 

irreligion, secularization, and science.                       

 
Believing vs. Belonging 

 In the Western European context, scholars have outlined the distinction between 

religious belief and belonging, especially as it concerns irreligion (Davie, 1994, 2000).  

Others have suggested that although religious traditionalism has declined, there has been 

a rise in identity tied to spirituality or “New Age” beliefs (Heelas, 1996, 2002; Heelas et 

al., 2005; Houtman & Aupers, 2007; Houtman, Aupers, & Heelas, 2009; Houtman & 

Manscini, 2002).  Although the specifics of these claims are disputed (see Voas, 2008; 

Voas & Crockett, 2005), the conceptual distinction between supernatural belief and 

belonging to a religious organization or group is indeed important and necessary for 

studying irreligion.  Even in the United States, where an exceptionally high number of 

individuals remain both religiously affiliated and theistic believers, belonging and 

believing are related, but not identical issues (Baker & Smith, 2009b; Vernon, 1969).  
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Taking this into consideration, attitudes toward science will be assessed in relation to 

both lack of religious affiliation and a non-theistic stance on the existence of God.      

 
Analytical Strategy 

 
 Within this chapter I assess the strength of the association between views about 

science and irreligious positions.  The dependent variables of interest are being 

religiously unaffiliated and theistic non-belief.  Initially specific questions about science 

will be assessed in a bivariate context with lack of religious belief and belonging.  The 

independent variable of interest then becomes the scale of attitudes toward science 

developed in the previous chapter, which is used for further bivariate and multivariate 

analyses.   

The standard sociodemographic measures used throughout the study are included 

as controls, as well as variables accounting for non-religious socialization.  For the latter, 

a question is used that asks respondents how often they attended religious services as a 

child.  Answer choices range from never (1) to several times a week (9).  For affiliation 

of parents a dummy variable is created such that having a parent who claims no religious 

affiliation is equal to 1.    

Binary logistic regression analyses are used to assess the association between 

attitudes toward science and irreligion in a multivariate context.  For religious belonging, 

respondents were provided with over forty response options, as well as a write-in 

category to the question “With what religious family do you most closely identify?”  “No 

religion” was specifically offered as a response.  Those answering no religion were coded 

as 1, while those claiming any affiliation were coded as 0.  For religious belief, those 

answering the question about God with “I am an atheist,” and “I don’t know and there is 
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no way to find out” are classified as atheists and agnostics respectively.  These groups are 

used separately in bivariate assessments before both sets of non-believers are coded as 1, 

with all theistic believers coded as 0 for multivariate modeling.  Although atheists and 

agnostics are distinct groupings, here they are combined into a single category 

representing theistic non-belief in order to create a larger number of cases on which to 

conduct multivariate analyses.  Lastly, after conducting binary logistic regressions, the 

results of these models are used to calculate the relative impact of attitudes toward 

science for understanding these issues.     

 
Results  

 
 Table 6.1 displays the percentage of respondents within the categories of atheist, 

agnostic, religiously unaffiliated, and religiously affiliated believer who agree or disagree 

with the statements about science.  This gives an idea of the level of permeation that 

ideas about science have into various irreligious worldviews in the United States.   

 Concerning the statement that “we rely too much on science…,” 97% of atheists 

disagree with this sentiment, along with 93% of agnostics and 90% of the religiously 

unaffiliated.  By contrast only 45% of affiliated believers disagree.  Conversely 45% of 

affiliated believers agree that science is relied on too heavily, compared to less than 9% 

of the unaffiliated, 5% of agnostics, and 3% of atheists.  Examining another question 

designed to elicit levels of “faith” in science, these categories are compared on whether 

they believe science will provide answers to human problems.  Atheists have the highest 

level of “faith” in science, with 79% agreeing with the statement.  64% of agnostics and 

73% of the religiously unaffiliated also agree with this statement, compared to 36% of 
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affiliated believers.  Concerning the inverse, over half of affiliated believers disagree that 

science will provide answers to problems in the future. 

 Next the questions addressing belief in evolution and support for teaching 

creationism in public schools were examined.  93% of both atheists and agnostics agree 

that humans evolved from primates, while 85% of the religiously unaffiliated agree.  By 

contrast only a third of affiliated believers agree that humans are the product of evolution.  

From the other side of the question, 7% of atheists, 1% of agnostics, and 9% of the  

 
Table 6.1 

Crosstab of Attitudes toward Science for Non-Believers, the Religiously Unaffiliated, and 
Affiliated Believers (column percentages) 

 

religiously unaffiliated disagree that evolution has occurred, compared to over half of 

affiliated believers.  Regarding support for teaching creationism, 6% of atheists, 17% of 

 Atheists Agnostics No Religion Affiliated 
Believers 

Rely too much on 
science 

    

     Agree 2.9% 5.1% 8.8% 44.9% 
     Disagree  97.0% 92.8% 89.6% 45.1% 
Science will 
solve problems 

    

     Agree 79.4% 64.3% 72.6% 36.2% 
     Disagree 13.2% 27.4% 17.6% 51.9% 
Humans evolved 
from primates 

    

     Agree  92.7% 92.6% 84.5% 33.3% 
     Disagree 7.3% 1.1% 8.8% 50.2% 
Teach creation in 
public schools 

    

     Agree 6.3% 17.1% 14.1% 50.7% 
     Disagree 84.3% 67.1% 73.4% 30.0% 
Scientists are 
hostile to faith 

    

     Agree 11.9% 11.7% 15.6% 29.9% 
     Disagree 82.1% 75.6% 69.8% 48.8% 
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agnostics, and 14% of religious nones agree with bringing creationist perspectives into 

public school classrooms.  Meanwhile over ½ of affiliated believers support such a 

policy.  Considering the inverse, 84% of atheists, 67% of agnostics, and 73% of the 

religiously unaffiliated oppose allowing creationism in public schools.  By comparison 

only 30% of affiliated believers oppose teaching creationism. 

 The final question analyzed in this manner is the extent to which respondents 

believe that scientists are hostile to religious faith.  The disparity in responses from 

irreligious groupings and religiously affiliated believers is not as dramatic for this 

question, but substantial differences remain.  Less than 16% of each of the irreligious 

groupings feels that scientists are hostile to faith compared to 30% of affiliated believers.  

Finally, 70% or more in each of the irreligious groupings disagrees that scientists are 

hostile to faith, compared to 49% of affiliated believers.  

 Figure 6.1 graphically shows the distribution of respondents in the two broad 

irreligious categories of interest by score on the anti-institutional science scale created in 

the previous chapter.  Here it is apparent that most irreligious respondents are toward the 

low end of the scale, indicating a high level of support for institutional science and giving 

an initial indication that strong pro-science views have achieved a substantial amount of 

diffusion, permeation, and support among these groupings.  Recalling from Chapter 5 

that the overall mean score on the attitudes toward science scale is roughly fifteen, we 

can see that nearly all of the irreligious respondents fall below the mean for the overall 

sample.  92% of the religiously unaffiliated (167 out of 181) and 98% (161 out of 164) of 

theistic non-believers fall below the mean on the anti-institutional science scale.
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Table 6.2 
Binary Logistic Regressions Predicting  

Being Religiously Unaffiliated and Theistic Non-Believer  
 (odds ratios reported with standard errors in parentheses) 

***P≤.001   ** P≤ .01   * P≤.05 
a: Reference category is white 
b: Higher Scores indicate more anti-institutional science attitudes  
 

In order to assess the potential impact of attitudes toward institutional science on 

lack of religious affiliation and/or belief, binary logistic regression models predicting 

being religiously unaffiliated (as compared to claiming any type of affiliation) and being  

an atheist or agnostic (as compared to any type of theistic belief) were conducted.  Table 

6.2 presents the results from these models in two stages.  The first model for each 

includes the sociodemographic, political, and socialization variables that have previously 

been found to be important predictors of irreligion, while the second model adds the scale 

of attitudes toward science. 

Variable  Religiously Unaffiliated Non-Believer 
Female .433 (.205)*** .484 (.219)*** .338 (.209)*** .329 (.232)*** 
Age  .987 (.007)* .985 (.007)* 1.006 (.006) 1.000 (.008) 
Education  1.031 (.069) .933 (.075) 1.154 (.068)* 1.052 (.077) 
Income .980 (.070) .883 (.074) 1.028 (.072) .923 (.080) 
West 1.844 (.213)** 1.697 (.230)* 1.703 (.212)* 1.440 (.235) 
Blacka .576 (.439) 1.691 (.468) .297 (.553)* 1.180 (.598) 
Other racea .567 (.394) .561 (.118) .384 (.466)* .382 (.497) 
Children  .432 (.210)*** .504 (.226)** .758 (.218) .998 (.243) 
Political ID  1.565 (.065)*** 1.209 (.075)* 1.596 (.066)*** 1.197 (.079)* 
Rural 1.064 (.107) 1.172 (.118) .984 (.107) 1.098 (.120) 
None parent 3.986 (.241)*** 4.014 (.262)*** 2.336 (.248)*** 2.194 (.273)** 
Attend age 12 .784 (.037)*** .836 (.040)*** .805 (.038)*** .873 (.043)*** 
     
Science Scaleb        --- .755 (.032)*** --- .698 (.038)*** 
     
Nagelkerke R2 .339 .440 .286 .434 
-2 log likelihood 740.352 640.661 736.436 591.421 
     
N 1366 1328 1403 1363 
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Model 1 predicting being religiously unaffiliated shows that males, those in the 

West, people with children, younger respondents, political liberals, those who attended 

religious services less frequently as a child, and those with a parent who claims no 

religious affiliation are all more likely to claim no religion.  In Model 2 we see that the 

attitude toward science scale is significant such that a one unit increase on the anti-

institutional science measure results in a roughly 25% decrease in the odds of claiming no 

religion.  Considering that the scale has a range of twenty-five units, this is a dramatic 

effect, as will be explored further momentarily.  Another important finding to note is that 

the inclusion of the science scale attenuates the effect of the political identity measure by 

more than half.  A one unit increase on the political identity measure results in a 54% 

increase in the odds of claiming no religion in Model 1, but only a 20% increase after 

accounting for the attitudes toward science scale in Model 2.  This indicates that a 

substantial portion of the effects found for political ideology are tied to attitudes about 

science. 

   For predicting theistic non-belief, females, the highly educated, those living in 

the West, whites, political liberals, those who attended religious services infrequently as a 

child, and those with a religiously unaffiliated parent are all more likely to be atheists or 

agnostics in Model 3.  Interestingly, controlling for the science scale attenuates the 

effects of race, education, and region of the country to non-significance.  While political 

identity remains significant in Model 4, it is again important to note the reduction of the 

size of its effect.  In Model 3 a one unit increase on the political views measure results in 

a 58% increase in the odds of being a religious non-believer, while it results in only a 

17% increase after controlling for attitudes toward science.   
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 Regarding the relative strength of influence that attitudes toward science have for 

predicting these non-religious outcomes, multiple indicators can be utilized to 

demonstrate the substantial impact.  First, in examining the pseudo R-squared statistics 

for Models 1 and 2, the estimated amount of variance explained goes from roughly 32% 

to 43%.  Similarly in Models 3 and 4 predicting being a theistic non-believer the R-

squared statistic increases from 28% to 43% with the addition of the science scale.  More 

tellingly, when the attitude toward institutional science scale is the only variable used to 

predict the binary outcomes, it predicts roughly 29% of the variance in claming no 

religion and 35% of the variance in theistic non-belief, in the latter case explaining more 

on its own than all the other variables in Model 3 combined.2

Here β*
j represents the standardized estimate, βj represents the unstandardized estimate, 

while σj represents the standard deviation of independent variable Xj, and σd represents 

the standard deviation of the dependent variable.  I followed Allison’s assumption that 

  While these results are 

informative, other analyses can provide further information on the relative magnitude of 

these effects.   

 To further assess the issue of the relative strength of the science scale on 

irreligion, standardized coefficients were calculated for the statistically significant 

variables in the models accounting for attitudes toward science.  These coefficients were 

calculated using Paul Allison’s formula (1999, p. 66-69):   

β*
j = βj*σj / σd,             j = l,…..,k,    

                                                 
2 Negelkerke R-squared statistics are reported as the coefficient of determination.  The Cox and 

Snell R-squared statistic gives a more conservative estimate of variance explained.  For the models 
including only the attitudes toward science scale the Cox and Snell estimates are .145 for lack of affiliation 
and .167 for lack of belief.   
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the distribution follows the standard logistic distribution, giving the denominator a 

constant value of 1.8138.3

 Table 6.3 shows the standardized coefficients that were calculated for each model 

including the attitudes toward science scale.  For being both religiously unaffiliated and a 

theistic non-believer, the effects of the attitudes toward science scale is by far the 

strongest predictor included.  For being religiously unaffiliated, the attitudes toward 

science scale has a relative impact of roughly three times that of the second strongest 

predictor of political identity (.735 / .237 = 3.1).  Similarly for the model predicting non-

belief, the attitudes toward science scale has a relative impact roughly three times that of 

the second strongest predictor of gender (.939 / .295 = 3.18).  In addition, the Wald chi-

square statistics for each model show that the largest values relate to the attitudes toward 

science scale.  For predicting the religiously unaffiliated the Wald statistic for the 

attitudes toward science scale is 76.38, compared to the next highest of 28.18 for having a 

religiously unaffiliated parent.  For non-belief the statistic for the science scale is 91.43, 

  In a very real sense the value chosen for the denominator is 

arbitrary, as the denominator is held constant in computing all the standardized values.  

Therefore, all that is affected by a change in denominator is actual size of the 

coefficients, while the relative size for comparing coefficients to one another remains the 

same.  Consequently the relevant comparison for the standardized coefficients reported is 

between one another, rather than their absolute values.  Similar to standardized 

coefficients computed for linear regression models, the coefficients computed can have 

values above 1 and below -1, although the estimates often skew larger in actual value 

than those calculated for linear regression. 

                                                 
3 The standard deviations for the dependent variables are .313 for claiming no religion and .3 for 

non-belief.  The value of the denominator is principally irrelevant since the absolute values of the 
standardized coefficients are meaningless. 
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compared to 22.93 for gender.  These values follow a similar pattern to the rank ordering 

offered by calculating the standardized coefficients, but are not always the same (Allison, 

1999).  Still, this offers further statistical “triangulation” to the claim that attitudes toward 

science emerge as a crucial correlate of lack of religious belief and belonging.  

 
Table 6.3 

Estimated Standardized Coefficients for Significant Variables in Binary Logistic Models  

 
 

Discussion 
 

 The study of the forms and correlates of irreligion remains relatively young 

concerning empirical assessments, in spite of the substantial amount of theoretical 

attention it has received as an aspect of the secularization paradigm.  European scholars 

have done a better job assessing these trends than American social scientists, at least 

partially because non-religiousness is much more prevalent there.  But even European 

scholars have limited their assessment of the correlates of secular belief systems to 

general variables such as education.  The inclusion of attitudes toward science offers an 

empirical test of the relatively popular notion among the non-religious themselves that an 

alternative, secular framework includes a heavy emphasis on the findings and 

methodological agnosticism (or perceived atheism) of institutional science abstracted into 

a metaphysical stance. 

Variable  Religiously Unaffiliated Theistic Non-Believer 
Female -.200 -.306 
Age  -.139                     --- 
West .122                     --- 
Children -.169                     --- 
Political ID .170 .161 
Attend age 12 -.238 -.181 
None parent .235 .133 
   
Science scale  -.717 -.919 
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 The analyses presented here suggest that not only are attitudes toward science an 

important correlate of non-religiousness, but they are the most important among those 

examined.  By delving deeper into belief systems and pushing beyond sociodemographic 

factors, as well as the misnomer that irreligion is only a negation of religious worldviews 

and not assertive, the study of irreligion can begin to provide some empirical color to 

popular and theoretical understandings about the connections between attitudes toward 

science and irreligion. 

 The inclusion of the attitude toward science scale accounts for a substantial 

portion of the variance explained by political identity, suggesting that underlying the 

connection between political stance and irreligion are worldviews incorporating a strong 

reliance on scientific outlooks.  This indicates that part of what is driving the connection 

between politics and irreligion in the American context is an underlying issue of moral 

authority.  Similarly the positive association between educational attainment and lack of 

theistic belief is attenuated to non-significance with the inclusion of the attitudes toward 

science scale, suggesting that much of the influence of education on irreligion is through 

the transmission of a perspective that relies on science and non-transcendental sources of 

authority.  It appears that increased education only has a secularizing effect on 

individuals when it fosters a high level of “faith” in scientific methods and perspectives. 

 
Science and Secularization 

  
 These results raise the ever-present specter of secularization that seemingly lurks 

behind studies of religion, and especially irreligion and science, from a social scientific 

perspective.  Indeed, science is a flagship institution for the formal rationality that 

preoccupied Max Weber, a line of thought that, along with Enlightenment ideas of 
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progress and advancement, ultimately served as the fertile ground from which meta-

narratives about the decline of religion with the advance of modernity grew.  Given that a 

strong faith in institutional science is so closely related to irreligious positions in the 

contemporary United States, this potential interpretation of the results deserves explicit 

treatment. 

 Secularization perspectives drawing on the Weberian tradition assume a high 

degree of inevitability regarding the decline of religious “enchantment” as rationalization 

increasingly permeates other social spheres.  As Norris and Inglehart (2004) succinctly 

summed up the prevailing assumptions of this line of thought: 

In this perspective, the era of Enlightenment generated a rational view of the 
world based on empirical standards of proof, scientific knowledge of natural 
phenomena, and technological mastery of the universe.  Rationalism was thought 
to have rendered the central claims of the Church implausible in modern societies, 
blowing away the vestiges of superstitious dogma in Western Europe.  The loss of 
faith was thought to cause religion to unravel, eroding habitual churchgoing 
practices and observance of ceremonial rituals, eviscerating the social meaning of 
denominational identities, and undermining active engagement in faith-based 
organizations and support for religious parties in civic society (p. 7)   

  
Although this perspective once held the attention and allegiance of many social scientists, 

even the most ardent of secularization proponents such as Steve Bruce (2002, pp. 106-

117) now only accord science a minimal, if any, role in the process of secularization.  

More empirically, the study by Norris and Inglehart, which is one of the most prominent 

recent studies conducted from a neo-secularization perspective, concluded that on the 

national level the aggregate of a country’s inhabitants average level of faith in science 

failed to relate negatively to overall levels of religion.  Moreover, it actually had a slight 

positive association with levels of religiosity (2004, p. 68).   
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 Consequently there is ample empirical and theoretical support for the idea that 

science does not have an inevitable relationship with secularization as a social process.  

To be sure, the epistemological conflict perspective remains an influential meta-narrative 

in the belief systems of the irreligious—as the evidence presented here attests—but on 

the whole, there is nothing inevitable, irreversible, or inherent about the clash between 

science and religion in the modern world.  There is, however, a historical and cultural 

legacy of science and its rhetoric and rationale that lends itself to claims of objectivity 

and exclusion from subjective and moralistic aspects that permeate other social 

institutions.  As Christian Smith (2003a) relates: 

Without belaboring the point, suffice it to say that—for all the knowledge about 
the material and human world that science has generated, which has enhanced our 
technological ability to manipulate the living and inorganic world and alter our 
material standard of living—modern, Western science, like all institutions, is a set 
of practices that developed out of and express a distinct moral order comprising 
particular, historical narratives, traditions, and worldviews (p. 24).  

 
 Such an approach hardly calls into question the power of the scientific method as 

a way of knowing, it merely calls into question the over-extension of such a method 

beyond its epistemically justified bounds or its claims to exclusion from the realm of 

social construction, moral order, and cultural production.  Smith further suggests that a 

strong appeal to science and progress can itself act as a narrative that houses individual 

stories in a contextualized universe of meaning, and this is essentially what the findings 

presented within this chapter point towards with regard to the irreligious in the United 

States. 

 For scholars who are actually interested in studying religion and its place in post-

industrial social systems or its connection to science, a healthy dose of circumspection 

about one’s own claims goes a long way toward increasing accuracy and avoiding the 
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pitfalls of polemicization that frequently beset treatments of these issues.  As it concerns 

theories of secularization, scholars have done well to move beyond the assumption that 

rationality and religion are destined to duel to the death in a zero-sum contest; however, it 

is a perspective that will likely continue on in public discourse, as Christopher Hitchens 

and Richard Dawkins are unlikely to be persuaded by these arguments.   

 In sum, secularization can be a real social process, and numerous countries in 

Western Europe and the former Soviet Union attest to this.  At the same time, 

revivalization and religious movements remain distinct possibilities in the modern world 

(Casanova, 1994).  Where secularization occurs, social scientists are well-served to look 

for its sources in social and political movements altering the religious market (Froese, 

2008), institutional shifts in power (Smith, 2003b), ideological currents embedded in 

institutional interrelationships and cultural/historical contexts (Casanova, 2006), or 

changes in economic organization and the advance of the welfare state (Norris & 

Inglehart, 2004), rather than broadly relating it to science or “modernity.”  In other 

words, by outlining sociological rather than teleological sources.                         

 
Conclusions 

  
Overall it is safe to state that in the contemporary American context, the choices 

to claim no religion or be an atheist or agnostic are intimately tied to views of science.  

More substantively, bivariate results indicate that the belief systems of the irreligious in 

the United States are strongly colored by an acceptance of institutional science and place 

a high level of authority in the scientific method and community.  On a philosophically 

pragmatic level, fully-functioning and sentient individuals are forced to reconcile the 

experiential aspects of existence with their understanding of how the world works and 
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what should be given the weight of authority on given topics.  It is clear from the 

analyses presented here that a vast majority of the irreligious use science as a 

foundational cognitive construct, to the exclusion of religious sources of authority.     

These findings are also accompanied by important caveats.  Again the broad-

based culture wars views, as well as the epistemic conflict narrative must be tempered.  

First, although the proportion of religiously unaffiliated people has increased in recent 

years, the vast majority of people in the United States remain religiously affiliated, 

theistic believers.  Second, the implication here is not that a position firmly supporting 

institutional science is either a necessary or sufficient cause for being irreligious.  Strong 

prognostications about future irreligion or epistemic battles cannot be proffered based on 

these results.  Rather, it appears that a number of those in irreligious categories 

themselves buy into an epistemic conflict narrative, as was demonstrated in Chapter 3.  

Returning again to the meta-theoretical assumptions that underlie this project, it is 

assumed that this state of affairs is by no means natural or inevitable, but rather that it 

represents a product of the social determination of worldviews and relates to meaning and 

belief systems available and popularly consumed in contemporary Western societies.        

 If studies of irreligion in the social sciences are to move forward in understanding 

these trends, it is necessary to adopt an approach wherein the beliefs of individuals are 

available for study, but researchers refrain from injecting strong predictions based on 

overarching assumptions concerning the “self-apparent” epistemic superiority of science 

over supernatural belief systems.  How these issues play out in the general public is, after 

all, an empirical and (carefully tempered) theoretical question, not a philosophical one.     
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

Science, Religion, Politics, and Worldviews 
 

Human persons nearly universally live in social worlds that are thickly webbed 
with moral assumptions, beliefs, commitments, and obligations.  The relational 
ties that hold human lives together, the conversations that occupy people’s mental 
lives, the routines and intentions that shape their actions, the institutions within 
which they live and work, the emotions they feel every day—all of these and 
more are drenched in, patterned by, glued together with moral premises, 
convictions, and obligations.  These morally constituted and permeated worlds 
exist outside of people, in structured social practices and relationships within 
which people’s lives are embedded.  They also exist ‘inside’ of people, in their 
assumptions expectations, beliefs, aspirations, thoughts, judgments, and feelings.  
There is nowhere a human can go to escape moral order  

 
—Christian Smith, 2003a, p. 8 

 
 

 The preceding empirical chapters have all hinted at the politicization surrounding 

issues of science and religion.  Examples of how courts and school boards found 

themselves facing a variety of circumstances in which adjudication about scientific 

matters and curricula were outlined.  Political identity was shown to be significantly 

related to attitudes toward science and to condition the impact of educational attainment 

on these attitudes.  Political positions were shown to be related to perceiving a conflict 

between science and religion, as well as being irreligious.  But thus far, this study has 

concentrated on understanding attitudes toward science and religion among the general 

public as important objects of inquiry in their own right.  Now the immanent question 

must be raised: What, if any, relationship do attitudes toward science have with other 

aspects of social life?  Specifically, how do views of science relate to moral and political 

outlooks?  This chapter more explicitly outlines some of these connections, and 
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ultimately presents evidence suggesting that views of science are an important 

component of larger ideological trends of cultural traditionalism and progressivism.  

First, however, a more explicitly specified theoretical framework is needed to orient the 

analyses that follow. 

 
Amending the Culture Wars Thesis 

 
 As previous chapters suggested, extant theorizing about moral and political 

conflicts in America classified under the rhetoric of the “culture wars” can provide an 

important, although carefully qualified place to begin examining the issues at hand.  

Referring to the conclusions drawn in Chapter 3, some of the theoretical underpinnings of 

the culture wars perspective have utility for understanding the belief structure of moral 

and political attitudes.   

 Hunter’s (1991) claim that many of the contentious moral and political issues 

found in contemporary American culture are due to differences in underlying sources of 

authority is a sweeping and compelling claim.  He notes that advocates of what he terms 

an “orthodox” perspective tend to locate their source of authority in transcendent Truths 

they feel should apply to all situations, regardless of biographical, geographical, cultural, 

or temporal conditions and contexts.  In order to maintain this position, interpretive 

communities generally ground of their views in the supernatural for legitimation.  If 

values and morals are to have qualities that transcend the meaning individuals themselves 

create, then rhetorical claims that views are derived not from humanity, but from the 

supernatural, are more persuasive.   

 Conversely Hunter argues that cultural progressives tend to locate the source of 

authority on moral issues in multiple locations, most centrally in human experience and 
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meaning, as well as systematic empirical pursuits such as science.  As a result, 

proponents of this perspective often make appeals to empirical outcomes or the right of 

individuals to define their own moral code and dictate their own behavior to justify 

opinions on a given topic.  Broadly defined, people in this “camp” are locating sources of 

moral authority primarily in secular and humanist bases.  Hunter’s theorizing on these 

issues is eloquent and thorough.  But, appealing to empiricism, his work falls short on the 

idea that these views segregate American culture into distinct and opposing factions. 

 Extensive quantitative analyses have not supported Hunter’s claims that 

Americans are bi-modally divided on moral issues, or that attitudes among the general 

public have become more polarized in recent years.  Rigorous empirical assessments by 

Davis and Robinson (1996a, b, c) and DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson (1996) cast serious 

doubt on the idea that America is separated into divisive factions.  Other studies have 

produced similar results, suggesting that the culture wars may be a rhetorical trend in 

American politics, but citizens themselves are not so polarized (see Baker, 2005; Evans, 

1997, 2003; Evans & Nunn, 2005; Fiorina, 2004; McKonkey, 2001; Olson & Carroll, 

1992; Wuthnow, 1996).  Instead, studies consistently find that the majority in the general 

public are in the middle on contentious political and moral issues, mixing their reliance 

on transcendental and human sources of authority.  Even some scholars who once 

advocated the idea of polarization have revised their views in light of recent evidence (cf. 

Wuthnow, 1988, 1996).  In spite of these problems with the culture wars thesis, it is not 

necessary to discount Hunter’s theorizing on sources of authority along with accepting 

the justified criticisms of his divisive camps thesis.  Rather, the empirical evidence 

available should be used to revise and reformulate Hunter’s theorizing to be more 
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consistent with empirical findings.  The concept of moral authority is employed here 

without the accompanying idea of the culture wars. 

 
Webs of Belief 

 
 The late American philosopher W. V. Quine, along with J. S. Ullian, authored a 

short treatise on epistemology and empirical methodology entitled The Web of Belief 

(1978).  Although Quine’s views are posited from an philosophically empiricist, and in 

the language employed in this study, cultural progressivist position, that particular aspect 

of Quine’s work will not be used here; however, the borrowing of the central metaphor—

that an individual’s various beliefs comprise an interconnected web—will be.   

 Within the logic of the metaphor, individuals hold a wide array of beliefs on an 

equally wide variety of topics.  Many of these beliefs are not centrally held and can be 

dismissed with only minimal dissonance to one’s identity, especially if the belief in 

question is not central to a person’s metaphysical or epistemic understanding of the 

world.  If I believe that by taking a shortcut our party will arrive at its destination sooner 

by avoiding traffic in the city, I can easily amend this view in light of the persuasive 

experience of sitting in a traffic jam for the last hour.  In dropping this belief my 

identity—unless automobile navigation and route selection are crucial to my self-

understanding (and they are not)—will be preserved.  This belief exists only on the outer 

edges of my web.  The belief is not held strongly or centrally and can therefore be 

amended with minimal cognitive, personal, and social dissonance. 

 By contrast, the view of what serves as the arbiter of moral truth, or how humans 

can know what causes certain events or occurrences in the world, or what constitutes a 

reliable source of information on these issues, are centrally held beliefs that influence 



181 

more specific beliefs about the world that are built upon this general cognitive 

framework.  As opposed to the previous example about route selection, an experiential or 

cognitive challenge to one’s most centrally held views is unlikely to lead to a simple 

discarding of the disputed views.  Social psychological studies of religion, most notably 

Leon Festinger’s When Prophecy Fails (1956), found that when foundational worldviews 

are challenged people often become more committed to such beliefs, even in the face of 

directly contradicting evidence.  This is the case with conservative Protestants and 

evolution, as a non-literal reading of Genesis threatens a central portion of their belief 

webs.   

Festinger et al. examined a UFO cult with a definitive belief in endtimes as their 

case study of “cognitive dissonance.”  Members of the group invested heavily in the 

belief that the world would soon be ending by foregoing jobs, possessions, and 

relationships, effectively dropping many of their existing stakes in conventional lines of 

action and committing to their belief in the immanent end of the world.  When the 

predicted time for the end of the world came and went, individuals in the group redoubled 

their commitment to the belief system and began to prosthelytize and actively recruit new 

members.  Centrally held beliefs, even when directly subject to empirical falsification, 

are difficult to dislodge from the psyche.  This applies even more strongly to foundational 

assumptions that are not subject to direct disconfirmation—especially metaphysical 

assumptions.  For studying belief systems, the center of the web is a fundamental point of 

interest.          

In the theoretical language and distinctions outlined in Chapter 1, a person’s 

worldview comprises the deepest, most centralized portion of the web, followed by 
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explicit ideology, and finally a loosely held collection of ideas about specific instances or 

circumstances, which are at the outer edge and employed only in highly specified 

situations.  Parallels for this metaphor of a web can be found in sociology of knowledge 

approaches that assume knowledge to be “layered.”  Werner Stark ([1958] 1991, pp. 105-

108) argued that the ability to arrange fragments of knowledge together into a more 

cohesive whole was the most notable quality of the human mind.  By pushing toward 

metaphysical assumptions, we can come closer to assessing some of the mental 

organizing strategies people employ.  Consequently, by finding reasonable proxies for 

beliefs that are held more toward the center of the metaphorical web, it will be possible to 

better understand patterns of attitudes regarding other, related attitudes.  In order to locate 

the center of one’s web of belief, an insightful place to begin is examining attributions to 

a source or sources of moral authority, as these beliefs lay the foundation for more 

specific moral codes (Wuthnow, 1987).     

 It is from this perspective regarding worldviews (i.e. that there are foundational 

beliefs toward the center that are important for understanding more specific views) that 

attitudes toward science are employed to understand moral and political beliefs.  It is 

hypothesized that levels of acceptance regarding science as the way of knowing and 

indications as to whether a person has “faith” in science, or conversely the adoption of a 

stance rejecting controversial aspects of institutional science, will serve as key indicators 

of epistemic underpinnings relevant to more specific ideological beliefs.  It is expected 

that those placing  more stock in institutional science will also shade toward the culturally 

progressive side on specific ideological issues because they are privileging non-

transcendent sources of authority, while those who reject institutional science as a strong 
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base of authority will be more likely to shade toward the cultural traditionalist side on 

specific issues. 

 Although proponents of varying positions along the cultural traditionalism and 

progressivism continuum often build upon their founding conceptions of moral authority 

only implicitly, occasionally there are explicit arguments made incorporating attitudes 

toward science as foundational beliefs.  Consider the following figure taken from the pro-

creationist treatise The New Answers Book, edited by Ken Ham (2006, p. 346), the 

founder of “Answers in Genesis” and proprietor of a creationist museum located in 

Petersburg, Kentucky.  Although the entire enterprise is aimed at outlining how and why 

 

 
Figure 7.1. Creationist/Evolution Columns of Morality Polemic  

 
 

belief in creationism is so important to questions of moral authority for some cultural 

traditionalists, the graphical depiction of “implications” of beliefs about the origins of 
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humans speaks to the issues being tested in this chapter.  Note that beliefs pertaining to 

science form the proverbial bedrock for other views. 

 
Connections to Religion  

 
Previous chapters have outlined the importance of the role played by views of the 

Bible on an array of other views.  Attitudes about sacred texts as a source of authority can 

be viewed as more centralized beliefs, especially as it pertains to American Christianity.  

A degree of symbolic distinction from other belief sets through the naming of, and 

resistance against specific outgroups is a doctrinal tradition in conservative Protestantism 

that differentiates these groups from others—and is an organizationally effective tactic 

for instilling a strong sense of identity (Smith, 1998).  There exist myriad ways in which 

to differentiate one’s group and self from others, but conservative Protestants in America 

consistently employ theological beliefs as a central mechanism for differentiating 

themselves.1

In effect, certain beliefs taken together become symbolic boundary markers that 

help define group membership, and are crucial for the sense of identity derived from the 

group and inculcated in adherents.  Attitudes toward certain aspects of institutional 

science have become part and parcel of a larger ideological bundle of beliefs representing 

an effort made by conservative religionists to distinguish themselves from the secular 

  Additionally these beliefs are often accompanied by attitudes toward public 

science (Berkman & Plutzer, 2009).  This separation through symbolic boundaries 

provides adherents with a strong sense of belonging, as it allows them to maintain an 

identity of being in the world, but not of the world.   

                                                 
1 This is especially important considering that most religious groups in America, including 

conservative Protestants, participate in mainstream culture in many ways, and are often quite conformist by 
appearance.  It is through their beliefs and values that many groups firmly distinguish themselves from 
others.   
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world.  Considering that many of the other beliefs comprising this differentiating bundle 

are political in nature—such as abortion, gay rights, or the assertion of religion into the 

public sphere—it is fitting to ask whether attitudes toward science are strongly related to 

political attitudes characterized by moral debates that are infused with religious 

viewpoints and rhetoric.          

Conservative Protestants typically resist cultural progressivism, which certain 

forms of institutional science have come to be viewed as a component of.  For 

worldviews that place the Bible or religious doctrines as the ultimate sources of authority, 

diverging from the literalist view of the Bible would be an indicator of difference from 

specific theological orientations that define the group and comprise the symbolic 

boundaries of traditionalist-oriented interpretive communities, both within Christianity 

and in the broader culture (Ammerman, 1987, 1990; Smith, 1998).  Further, accepting a 

“non-literalist” interpretation is seen as a slippery slope that eventually forces a 

reinterpretation of foundational metaphysical accounts, and therefore the position one 

takes up in relation to modernity (Hunter, 1983).  This, at heart, is a criticism leveled 

against secular and liberal outgroups and ideologies by many cultural traditionalists. 

Some cultural aspects of science and its underlying assumptions are inextricably 

tied to secularization as a social process and secular humanism as a social movement 

from the perspective of cultural traditionalists.  A scant overview of the prominent 

polemics produced by proponents of secular humanist positions, most of which espouse a 

rigid scienticism in philosophy and rhetoric, does little to dispel this view.2

                                                 
2 For instance, see Dawkins (2003, 2006); Dennett (2007); Edis (2008); Harris (2004); Johnson 

(2006); Stenger (2007).  Many of these commentators assail religious views and groups as holding back 
human progress and playing a detrimental role to humanity (i.e. Hitchens, 2007b).  This only provides more 
fodder for the conservative religionists’ rhetorical cannon, as science and secularism present themselves as 

  Ultimately 
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then, it is not only attitudes toward science that serve to inform theorizing about 

underlying worldview assumptions, but also the foundational roles that religion and 

science play in determining more specific opinions.  As was seen in Chapter 3, people 

may choose to locate their source(s) of authority solely in one or the other social 

institution, but this is the exception rather than the rule.  These considerations provide a 

theoretical foundation upon which to empirically test the connections between attitudes 

toward science and political viewpoints. 

A final graphical selection from a pro-creationist polemic reinforces the 

justifications for positing hypotheses that religious and political views have become 

intimately bundled with attitudes about science.  The following is from a text produced 

by the Institute for Creation Research, a leader in the creationist movement, and portrays 

acceptance of evolution as a slippery slope into a host of feared political ideologies.  

 

Figure 7.2.  Evolution and the Ideological Dragon (Morris, [1994] 2007, p. 130) 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
a single, assailable target.  Many more titles in this vein have been authored by secular humanist Paul 
Kurtz, as well as many titles from the publishing house Prometheus Books.  
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Dependent Variables of Interest 
 

In order to assess how views locating the source of authority in science and/or 

religion impact moral and political attitudes, a wide range of issues are analyzed.  The 

first set of analyses is performed on measures assessing the view that one’s own 

perspective on morality should be espoused and enforced publicly.  These are measures 

intended to determine the degree to which respondents feel that their moral frameworks 

are objectively correct, and therefore deserving of public enforcement.  These measures 

include sacralization ideology, religious faith as being central to morality, and 

“authoritarian” personality attitudes.  The next set of measures analyzed is aimed at 

assessing cultural traditionalist and progressivist attitudes regarding moral and political 

debates informed by religious positions and language.  The specific scales examined 

focus on gender roles in the family and public life, social conservatism (on topics such as 

abortion, gay marriage, and stem-cell research), and stance on environmental issues.            

 
Sacralization Ideology  

 
The concept of sacralization ideology was developed by Froese and Mencken 

(2009), and is the same as the scale utilized in Chapter 3 (see p. 86 for specifics on 

measurement).  It assesses:  

The extent to which respondents believe that the strict division between 
governmental and religious institutions should be flexible and permeable. The 
sacralization ideology index identifies Christians who feel that their conception of 
the sacred should shape the social order and assist in the formation of public 
policy (Froese & Mencken, 2009, p. 106). 

 
This measure taps into the degree to which respondents feel that their moral values 

should be enforced in the public sphere, and therefore made a part of political and social 

policy.  This offers a glimpse into whether people believe their worldviews are grounded 
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in objectively correct values, and has implications for other attitudes such as those 

concerning controversial foreign and domestic policy.  

  
Faith as Morality  

 
 The next scale combines multiple measures intended to determine whether 

respondents feel that being religious, sharing religious views with others, and converting 

others to their religious perspective are important components of “being a good person.”  

This measure attempts to determine the degree to which having specific religious views 

and prosthelytizing are central to one’s moral framework.  For respondents answering 

affirmatively to all of the following questions, a particular religious outlook plays a 

central role in their generalized moral framework.  The scale is an additive outcome of 

three measures based on the question “How important is it to do the following if one 

wishes to be a good person?”  Three of the specific items were phrased, “Have faith in 

God,” “Teach others your morals,” and “Convert others to your religious faith.”  These 

items are measured on a scale ranging from not important (1) to very important (5).  As a 

result higher scores indicate a stance that religious faith and prosthelytizing are important 

to general morality.  These items loaded together using principal components analysis 

with varimax rotation, the factor analysis used to assess underlying themes among 

various questions for all the scales employed in this chapter.  All the items had rotated 

factor loading scores above .77 and the scale has a Cronbach’s alpha of .75.   

 
Authoritarian Personality   

 
 Altemeyer’s (1988, 1996, 2002) psychometric scale of “authoritarianism” 

assesses the degree to which an individual possesses personality traits prizing submission 
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to authority, rigid adherence to conventional values, and the belief that there is a “correct 

way” to live—in other words, an objectively True moral outlook.  Wave II of the BRS 

contains three items intended to tap into this set of beliefs.  This battery was phrased 

“Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement.”  The 

specific items read “Obedience and respect are the most important things kids should 

learn,” “We must crackdown on troublemakers to save our moral standards and keep law 

and order,” and “People should be made to show respect for America’s traditions.”  

Answer choices range from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5), such that higher 

scores equate to higher levels of authoritarianism.  The items all had rotated factor 

loading scores above .8 and the scale has a Cronbach’s alpha of .79.        

             
Gender Roles  

 
 A primary point of contention in traditional/progressive debates centers around 

the social roles of women (Ammerman, 1987, 1990; Edgell, 2006; Evans, 1997; Hunter, 

1991; Norris & Inglehart, 2004).  These debates involve discussions about the “proper” 

place of women in familial, religious, economic, and political spheres.  It is hypothesized 

here that those who hold views of authority more centrally located in the supernatural 

will have more conservative attitudes toward the role of women in contemporary society.  

A battery of questions about gender roles was asked using the phrase “Please indicate 

your level of agreement with the following statements about men’s and women’s roles.”  

Five of the seven items loaded on the same factor with scores over .5.  These items were 

“Most men are better suited emotionally for politics than most women,” “A preschool 

child is likely to suffer if his or her mother works,” “It is God’s will that women care for 

children,” “A husband should earn a larger salary than his wife,” and “I consider myself a 
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feminist.”  The last question was reverse coded so that higher scores indicate more 

culturally traditional attitudes.  Answer choices for these items ranged from strongly 

disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).  The scale has a Cronbach’s alpha of .738. 

 
Global Warming and the Environment   

 
 The next scale of attitudes addresses environmental issues.  The prompt for this 

battery was phrased “Please indicate your level of agreement with following statements.  

If we do not change things drastically…”  Three of the items in the battery addressed 

opinions about environemtnal issues.  These items were “Global climate change will have 

disastrous effects,” “We will exhaust the Earth’s supply of coal, oil, and natural gas,” and 

“We will destroy most of the plant and animal life on earth.”  Answer choices again 

ranged from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).  These items all had factor 

loading scores above .87 and the additive scale has a Cronbach’s alpha of .87.  The scale 

was reverse coded so that higher scores indicate less concern about environemtnal issues 

in order to make its direction consistent with the other dependent variables.   

 
Social Conservatism  

 
 Finally, a scale for social conservatism was assessed.  Religiously-charged social 

issues such as abortion, gay marriage, stem cell research, and the like are where many 

would locate the front lines of the “culture war,” as these are issues where proponents of 

differing opinions explicitly utilize varying sources of authority for constructing moral 

arguments and often employ overtly religious rhetoric in discussions of social policy.  

The measure used to assess these issues combines attitudes on six specific topics: 

abortion, divorce, stem cell research, gay marriage, drug use, and euthanasia. 
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 All of the items except the one assessing attitudes toward gay marriage were 

included in a battery that asked: “How do you feel about the morality of the following?”  

Specifically included in the battery were “Abortion if the family cannot afford the child,” 

“Divorce, if children are present,” “The use of marijuana,” “Physician-assisted suicide,” 

and “Embryonic stem cell research.”  Answer choices on these issues ranged from always 

wrong (1) to not wrong at all (4).  The item addressing gay marriage was phrased: 

“Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements about 

homosexuality.”  The item used stated “Homosexuals should be allowed to marry,” and 

had answers from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).  All of these items had 

rotated factor loadings above .72 and were combined into an additive scale with a 

Cronbach’s alpha of .86.  The scale was reverse coded for analyses so that higher scores 

equate to greater social conservatism, making it congruent with the direction of the other 

scales analyzed. 

 Table 7.1 provides descriptive information about the scales that were created and 

used as dependent variables. 

 
Table 7.1  

Descriptive Statistics for Dependent Variable Scales  

 

 

 

Variable  Min Max Mean S.D. 
Authoritarianism 3 15 11.33 2.84 
Faith as morality 3 12 8.22 2.55 
Sacralization  4 20 12.91 4.67 
Environment 3 15 10.74 3.53 
Gender roles 5 25 13.73 4.28 
Conservatism  5 24 14.91 5.78 
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Table 7.2 displays a correlation matrix for the dependent variables of interest, as 

well as the attitudes toward science scale, political identity, Biblical literalism, and 

church attendance.  As this table indicates, the attitudes toward science scale is highly 

correlated with many of the dependent variables of interest, as well as Biblical literalism 

and political identity.  Many of the items correlated with the attitudes toward science 

scale well over .5, indicating that these items are tapping into similar underlying 

worldview assumptions, a path of inquiry that will be taken up at the end of the chapter.  

The item with the weakest relationship to the science scale is the measure of belief in 

global warming and concern for environmental impact (.26).  The connections between 

these issues are next assessed in a multivariate context. 

 
Results 

 
Table 7.3 presents the results of OLS models predicting the dependent variables 

of interest addressing the degree to which respondents feel that their perspectives are 

objectively correct, and that others should adhere to their position as well.  These 

measures include the faith as morality scale, sacralization ideology, and authoritarianism.   

 In each of the three models, a respondent’s score on the attitudes toward 

institutional science scale is one of the strongest predictors.  For sacralization ideology 

(B=.401; p≤.001) and the faith as morality scale (B=.227; p≤.001), attitudes toward 

science represent the strongest independent variable in the models.3

 

  Regarding the 

authoritarianism scale, attitudes toward science are the third strongest predictor (B=.136; 

p≤.001), trailing political identity and education.    

                                                 
3 The standardized coefficients for the attitudes toward science scale and Biblical literalism are the 

same in the model predicting the faith as morality scale. 



 

 
 

 
Table 7.2  

Correlation Matrix of Anti-Institutional Science Scale and Religious/Political Variables 

  ** P≤.01  
 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) 
(1)Science 
Scale 

1.000          

(2)Political ID 
(liberal) 

-.507** 1.000         

(3)Service 
Attendance 

.556** -.354** 1.000        

(4) Biblical 
Literalism 

.689** -.445** .557** 1.000       

(5) 
Authoritarian 

.424** -.404** .235** .418** 1.000      

(6) Traditional 
Gender Roles 

.576** -.522** .338** .488** .451** 1.000     

(7)Sacralizing 
Ideology 

.710** -.522** .504** .645** .532** .573** 1.000    

(8) Moral 
Conservatism 

.731** -.599** .609** .702** .441** .591** .682** 1.000   

(9) Faith as 
Morality 

.657** -.403** .560** .665** .451** .479** .664** .658** 1.000  

(10) Anti- 
Global Warm 

.260** -.480** .173** .445** .155** .316** .239** .337** .154** 1.000 
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Table 7.3 
OLS Models Predicting “Objective” Moral Outlook with Anti-Institutional 

 Science Scale (unstandardized coefficients with standardized coefficients in parentheses) 

*** P≤.001   ** P≤ .01   * P≤.05 
a: White is reference category   
b: South is reference category 
c: Evangelicals are reference category  

 
Socioeconomic status has a general negative association with cultural 

traditionalist views.  In the model predicting sacralization ideology, both income and 

education exert a significant negative influence.  Similarly income has a negative impact 

Variable  Sacralization 
Ideology  

Faith  
as Morality 

Authoritarian 
Scale 

Constant 10.382*** 4.628*** 11.907*** 
     Science Scale .465 (.401)*** .148 (.277)*** .080 (.136)*** 
Sociodemographics    
     Income -.167 (-.046)* -.149 (-.090)*** -.069 (-.038) 
     Education -.203 (-.055)** -.055 (-.033) -.419 (-.227)*** 
     Female .563 (.050)** .122 (.024) .154 (.027) 
     Blacka .829 (.038) -.004 (.000) .543 (.049) 
     Other racea .717 (.033) .296 (.029) .428 (.039) 
     Age .002 (.006) .007 (.045)* .018 (.100)*** 
     Married .362 (.030) .088 (.016) -.190 (-.032) 
     Rural  .132 (.022) .001 (.000) .070 (.023) 
Regionb    
     East -.189 (-.014) -.182 (-.029) -.258 (-.037) 
     Midwest -.009 (-.001) .031 (.005) -.370 (-.057)* 
     West -.405 (-.031) -.124 (-.020) -.501 (-.075)** 
Politics    
     Political ID -.722 (-.213)*** -.124 (-.079)*** -.423 (-.247)*** 
RELTRADc    
     Black Protestant     -.675 (-.024) .423 (.032) .529 (.038) 
     Catholic .053 (.004) .312 (.051)* .773 (.114)*** 
     Mainline .027 (.002) .051 (.008) .537 (.077)** 
     Jewish -2.722 (-.067)*** -.271 (-.014) .101 (.005) 
     None -2.985 (-.171)*** -.621 (-.077)** -.464 (-.052) 
     Other -1.347 (-.058)** .199 (.019) -.236 (-.021) 
Religiosity    
     Attendance .052 (.027) .144 (.163)*** -.050 (-.051) 
     Literalism .621 (.123)*** .639 (.277)*** .347 (.137)*** 
    
Adjusted R2 .650 .573 .368 
N 1213 1213 1221 
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in the faith as morality model and education has a strong negative impact in the 

authoritarianism model.  Additionally educational attainment is the second strongest 

predictor of the authoritarian personality scale (B=-.227; p≤.001), behind political 

identity (B=-.247; p≤.001).  Another consistent predictor in these three models was 

Biblical literalism, which exerted a significant positive impact on all the outcomes 

assessed. 

Table 7.4 shows the models predicting political outcomes on environmental 

issues, traditional gender roles, and religiously-charged political policy debates.  

Surprisingly, the attitudes toward science scale was not a significant predictor of the 

attitudes toward environmental policy scale.4  Political identity and income are the 

strongest predictors of attitudes toward the environment in the model conducted.  This 

begs the question: If perspectives about science are not impacting the attitudes regarding 

environmental policy, then what is?  The answer, in brief, is economic orientation.  An 

additional model was conducted with the inclusion of an economic ideology scale,5 

which was the strongest predictor in the model, far outpacing political identity.6

                                                 
4 The significant bivariate correlation (.260; p≤.01) between these items is attenuated to non-

significance by the inclusion of the variables for political identity and Biblical literalism.   
 
5 This scale combines respondents’ attitudes about regulating business practices and redistributing 

wealth.  Those who are more “free market” in economic ideology are less convinced of the dangers 
espoused by those advocating environmental concerns.    

 
6 The standardized coefficient for the economic ideology scale was .401, compared to .270 for 

political identity.  The overall predictive strength of the model increases substantially as well, with the 
adjusted R2 moving from .323 to .440.  When only economic ideology is used to predict attitudes toward 
the environment, the adjusted R2 statistic is .31.  Additionally the large attenuation of the strength of the 
political identity variable with the inclusion of the economic ideology measure suggests that it is the 
economic dimension of political views rather than the “moral” dimension along which this issue cleaves.   

  This is 

instructive, as it provides an indication that value conflicts regarding environmental 

policy do not break down along the lines of cultural traditionalism and progressivism 

examined in this study, but rather along economic ideological dimensions.  Along these  
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Table 7.4 
OLS Models Predicting Political Ideology with Anti-Institutional Science Scale 

(unstandardized coefficients with standardized coefficients in parentheses)   

*** P≤.001   ** P≤ .01   * P≤.05 
a: White is reference category   
b: South is reference category 
c: Evangelicals are reference category   
 

 

Variable  Environmental 
Disaster Scale  

Traditional  
Gender Roles 

Social 
Conservatism 

Constant 5.567*** 14.791*** 19.744*** 
     Science Scale .000 (.012) .305 (.337)*** .351 (.288)*** 
Sociodemographics    
     Income .303 (.130)*** -.106 (-.038) -.181 (-.047)* 
     Education .014 (.006) -.138 (-.048)* -.118 (-.030) 
     Female -.917 (-.127)*** -1.304 (-.150)*** -.141 (-.012) 
     Blacka -.845 (-.059) -.165 (-.009) .716 (.030) 
     Other racea -.065 (-.005) .756 (.045)* -.167 (-.007) 
     Age -.008 (-.037) .011 (.042) .009 (.024) 
     Married -.018 (-.002) -.389 (-.042) .308 (.024) 
     Rural  -.435 (-.114)*** .038 (.008) -.065 (-.011) 
Regionb    
     East .019 (.002) -1.126 (-.104)*** -.534 (-.036) 
     Midwest .196 (.024) -.668 (-.067)** .138 (.010) 
     West -.353 (-.041) -.696 (-.067)** -.022 (-.002) 
Politics    
     Political Identity -1.024 (-.465)*** -.774 (-.292)*** -.975 (-.272)*** 
RELTRADc    
     Black Protestant     -1.204 (-.067) -1.003 (-.043) -1.834 (-.059)* 
     Catholic -.537 (-.062)* -.128 (-.012) .342 (.024) 
     Mainline -.833 (-.093)*** -.320 (-.029) -1.118 (-.076)*** 
     Jewish -.380 (-.014) -.320 (-.010) -1.124 (-.026) 
     None -.428 (-.038) -.829 (-.061)* -.540 (-.030) 
     Other .192 (.013) -.068 (-.004) -.924 (-.038)* 
Religiosity    
     Attendance .002 (.002) -.016 (-.010) .398 (.196)*** 
     Literalism .237 (.073)* .327 (.083)** 1.198 (.227)*** 
    
Adjusted R2 .323 .466 .715 
N 1219 1202 1180 
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same lines, increased income level is significantly positively associated with not 

believing in the negative environmental consequences of human productive and 

consumptive activity (B=.130; p≤.001). 

For the traditional gender roles model, the attitudes toward institutional science 

scale was the strongest predictor (B=.337; p≤.001), beyond political identity (B=-.292; 

p≤.001) and Biblical literalism (B=.083; p≤.01).  This provides important evidence that 

attitudes toward science do in fact vary along the cultural traditionalist and progressivist 

dimension, as attitudes about women’s roles in the family and social life comprise a 

central component of this divide.   

Model 3 in Table 7.4 predicts a respondent’s placement on the scale measuring 

religiously-infused political issues revolving around the family and sexuality, as well as 

moral issues such as the use of marijuana.  Again, the attitudes toward science scale is the 

strongest predictor (B=-.288; p≤.001), just ahead of political identity (B=.272; p≤.001) 

and views of the Bible (B=-.227; p≤.001), offering further evidence that attitudes 

concerning the connections between science and religion exist along the cultural 

ideological field that I have termed traditionalist to progressivist.     

Together these models offer substantial empirical evidence for the importance of 

attitudes about institutional science as a central component of Americans’ moral and 

political ideology—whether traditionalist or progressive; however, this merely presumes 

that attitudes toward science are an aspect of larger ideologies built on worldview 

precepts about moral authority, an assumption that can be more directly assessed using 

some of the metrics employed throughout this study.   
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Overlap between Beliefs about Science, Religion, Politics, and Morality 
 

Table 7.5 presents the results of a factor analysis of the all the dependent variables 

of interest examined in this chapter, along with the anti-institutional science metric 

employed throughout the previous three chapters.  In addition, the measures for Biblical 

literalism and political identity were included.  As can be seen in the table, all of the 

metrics in question load well on a single factor, with the exception of attitudes toward the 

environment.  It bears reiteration that attitudes toward the environment appear to vary 

more along dimensions of economic ideology, rather than the “moral” ideology 

underlying the other measures included.7

Principal Components Analysis  
Varimax Rotation 

   

This analysis indicates that all of the measures loading on the same factor are 

tapping into an underlying cognitive framework—specifically cultural traditionalism and 

progressivism.  Moreover, this suggests that these items could be combined to better 

represent this underlying construct.  These measures were standardized due to their  

 
Table 7.5 

Factor Analysis of Religious, Political, Moral, and Science Measures 

 

                                                 
7 When the economic ideology scale is included in the same factor analysis presented above, 

environmental attitudes and economic attitudes both load on a second factor, with loading scores of .729 
and .829 respectively.   

Variable  Factor Loading Score 
Anti-Institutional Science Scale .858 
Political Identity (Liberal) -.730 
Social Conservatism  .880 
Biblical Literalism .805 
Sacralization Ideology  .864 
Faith as Morality Scale  .795 
Traditional Gender Roles Scale .759 
Authoritarian Ideology                           .633 
Environmental Disaster Scale                          .422 
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varying metrics and then combined to create a “worldview” index.  The measure of 

political identity was reverse coded so that all metrics are scaled such that higher scores 

indicate more culturally traditional attitudes.  These measures scale with a Cronbach’s 

alpha of .916, strongly suggesting that these issues fluctuate along the same dimension.  

The distribution of this amalgamated scale is presented in Figure 7.3 and provides further 

evidence that there are not dichotomous camps amassing around the poles, but rather 

there is a normally distributed continuum along which Americans fall concerning their 

relative cultural traditionalism or progressivism.  The fact that such a wide array of 

religious, social, moral, and political issues revolve around similar axes of cultural 

authority lends credence to the idea that attitudes about specific issues tend to be a 

reflection of generalized, underlying approaches to the world, and that this foundational 

orientation influences positions on more specific issues.   

Without grossly oversimplifying these debates or the issues they engage, there is 

empirical evidence that political conservatism, Biblical literalism, and objective notions 

of Truth tend to bundle together in contemporary American ideology, while political 

liberalism, less literal Biblical views (sometimes disavowing its divinity), and a more 

relativistic and individualized view of morality and meaning tend to bundle together.  The 

location of ultimate sources of authority then becomes paramount, as Hunter suggested.  

Locating the ultimate source of authority in transcendent, and presumed objective sources 

strongly aligns with cultural traditionalism, while locating the source of authority with 

humans and their systematic empirical understandings of the world strongly aligns with 

social progressivism.  It is not assumed that this is inevitably the case, but in the context 

examined these trends are rather robust. 
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Frequency Distribution of Cultural Traditionalism/Progressivism MetricFigure 7.3.
 

Social Structure and Ideology—An Empirical Assessment 
 

If the sociology of knowledge is approached with these premises in mind, it will 
present itself in the following form: the main task consists in specifying, for each 
temporal cross-section of the historical process, the various systematic intellectual 
standpoints on which the thinking of creative individuals and groups was based… 
The sociological task proper…consists in finding the social strata making up the 
intellectual strata in question (Mannheim, [1952] 1993, p. 242).  

   
Although this worldview measure does indicate that slightly more Americans 

identify toward the cultural traditionalist end of the spectrum (54.6% of respondents—

699 out of 1,279—score over 0 on this metric), overall the continuum created is much 

closer to being normally distributed than bi-modal.  Still, it is important to reiterate that 

the culture wars concept has some validity in the area of rhetorical and discursive 
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analysis, as many of those on each pole of the continuum seem to “shout the loudest” in 

public debate.  The distribution of the variable is instructive though, and the fact that 

these disparate items scale so well together suggests that Hunter and other commentators 

who have highlighted that battles over morals and politics often represent different 

underlying worldviews are on to something.   

 We now turn to a final analysis of the sociological factors influencing the 

adoption and maintenance of cultural traditionalist or progressivist ideologies.  Social 

theorists have long noted that ideologies are not randomly distributed across social or 

geographical space, but rather are embedded in social contexts and communities of 

discourse (see Bourdieu, 1984; Wuthnow, 1987, 1989).  Consequently the impact of 

sociodemographic, as well as religious tradition and practice variables will be assessed 

concerning the adoption and maintenance of a position within the ideological field 

approximated by the scale consolidating religious, moral, and political attitudes.8

                                                 
8 To reiterate, this scale measures an ideological field in which two differing and broad ideologies 

interact.  There are other ideologies available for consumption or opportunities to create new perspectives 
at any time in a given culture; however, the scale captures a broad ideological field containing a sweeping 
range of specific views within its cultural, spatial, and temporal boundaries.     

   

Table 7.6 shows OLS models predicting the worldview measure.  Model 1 uses 

only sociodemographic variables as predictors.  Model 2 uses religious practice and 

religious tradition variables only.  The final model presents the results of predicting the 

continuum between cultural traditionalism and progressivism using both 

sociodemographic and religious variables.  It is important to bear in mind that higher 

scores indicate stronger traditionalism, while lower scores indicate stronger 

progressivism.   
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 In Model 1 income and education both have significant negative effects on 

cultural traditionalism, as does living in any region of the country other than the South.  

Meanwhile African-Americans,9

 In the full model most of the variables significant in Models 1 and 2 remain so, 

and in the same directions.  In general, higher socioeconomic status is significantly and 

negatively related to cultural traditionalism.

 those who are married, and those living in rural areas all 

score significantly higher on cultural traditionalism.  Sociodemographics alone explain 

roughly 22% of the variance in the worldview measure.  In Model 2 we can see that all 

religious traditions other than black Protestants score significantly lower on cultural 

traditionalism than evangelicals.  Attendance at religious services has a strong, positive 

effect on cultural traditionalism.  Overall the variables for religious affiliation and 

practice explain nearly half of the variance in the worldview measure.  This highlights the 

importance of religion (or lack thereof) for understanding the ideological landscape of 

America. 

10

                                                 
9 It is important to note that the worldview outcome deals with “moral” political issues rather than 

economic political issues.  This helps explain the higher levels of cultural traditionalism among black 
respondents, who tend to be “liberal” on economic issues, but more “conservative” on issues of morality 
such as gender roles, gay marriage, and the role of religion in the public sphere.    

 
10 Models including interaction effects for socioeconomic positions and attendance at religious 

service indicate that increased religiosity attenuates the negative effects of SES on cultural traditionalism.   

  Education is the strongest 

sociodemographic variable in the model (B=-.209; p≤.001), and is third overall behind 

attendance at religious services (B=.413; ≤.001), and the difference between evangelicals 

and the religious unaffiliated (B=-.341; p≤.001).  African-Americans (B=.092; p≤.001), 

those who are married (B=.069; p≤.001), and older Americans (B=.040; p≤.05) all tend to 

have more culturally traditional views as compared to whites, the unmarried, and the 

young.  Women tend to be more culturally progressive than men (B=-.066; p≤.001), net  
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Table 7.6 
OLS Models Predicting Cultural Traditionalism/Progressivism Metric    

(unstandardized coefficients with standardized coefficients in parentheses)   

*** P≤.001   ** P≤ .01   * P≤.05 
a: White is reference category   
b: South is reference category 
c: Evangelicals are reference category 

 
of other factors.  Meanwhile those living in more rural areas (B=.100; p≤.001) tend to be 

more traditionalist in orientation.  Those living in the South are significantly more 

traditionalist in orientation on average than those living in the East (B=-.105; p≤.001) and 

Midwest (B=-.053; p≤.05).  The religious tradition variables indicate that members of all 

Variable  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Constant 2.563* -.800* 2.683** 
Sociodemographics    
     Income -.428 (-.102)***             --- -.317 (-.075)*** 
     Education -1.067 (-.249)***             --- -.887 (-.209)*** 
     Female -.107 (-.008)             --- -.859 (-.066)*** 
     Blacka 2.752 (.104)***             --- 2.477 (.092)*** 
     Other racea -.247 (-.010)             --- .024 (.001) 
     Age .019 (.048)             --- .016 (.040)* 
     Married 2.542 (.181)***             --- .965 (.069)*** 
     Rural  1.071 (.157)***             --- .681 (.100)*** 
Regionb    
     East -3.286 (-.203)***             --- -1.698 (-.105)*** 
     Midwest -.986 (-.066)*             --- -.788 (-.053)* 
     West -2.834 (-.184)***             --- -.687 (-.045) 
RELTRADc    
     Black Protestant  -.542 (-.016) -2.871 (-.080)*** 
     Catholic             --- -2.787 (-.181)*** -2.068 (-.133)*** 
     Mainline             --- -3.209 (-.201)*** -2.708 (-.167)*** 
     Jewish             --- -9.034 (-.188)*** -5.884 (-.126)*** 
     None             --- -7.724 (-.391)*** -6.794 (-.341)*** 
     Other             --- -5.702 (-.215)*** -4.169 (-.158)*** 
Religiosity    
     Attendance             --- .915 (.416)*** .917 (.413)*** 
    
Adjusted R2 .226 .492 .582 
N 1171 1242 1142 
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other religious traditions assessed have, on average, more culturally progressivist 

attitudes than evangelicals.   

 Overall Model 3 explains roughly 58% of the variance in the worldview 

continuum measure.  Appropriately this study winds down to the well-worn tracks of any 

card-carrying sociologist: the type of groups people are members of and the social 

statuses they occupy.  There is a great deal of variation that could still be explained by 

biological factors, biographical experiences, psychological traits, measurement error, or 

anomalies, but these models indicate that sociological factors exert a substantial amount 

of influence on the worldview individuals adopt and employ. 

 
Theoretical Implications  

 
These results call to mind Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of “habitus,” as the social 

circumstances within which people find themselves are distinctly colored by classical 

sociological themes.  As he states in his inimitable style: 

The habitus, an objective relationship between two objectivities, enables an 
intelligible and necessary relation to be established between practices and a 
situation, the meaning of which is produced by the habitus through categories of 
perception and appreciation that are themselves produced by an observable social 
condition (p. 101).  

 
Although people tend to think of their “selves” as having essentialist qualities unique to 

an inner identity, we can see that there is a dynamic process—and more importantly a 

discernable pattern—between the individual agent and her position within the broader 

social structure.   

 There are those who break, defy, alter, or otherwise evade these patterns, but 

patterns persist nonetheless.  For our interests here, empirical analyses demonstrate that 

social forces shape and mold worldviews by placing people in varying contexts and 
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locations.  Simultaneously individuals are acting to reinforce certain structural 

configurations and influence their belief structure whenever they make conscious 

decisions to be members of specific groups.  Religion is most prominent here, and the 

type of religion a person chooses (or is socialized into) and the level of religiosity 

maintained are crucial considerations for understanding the moral and political landscape 

of America.   

 Discerning any patterns in the social world is the search for tendencies and not 

laws, and the empirical data and analyses contained within this study make a case for the 

influence of sociological factors on belief system patterns, outlining the intersection 

between multiple ideological threads available in public discourse into a more concise 

continuum of cultural traditionalism and progressivism.  The empirical examination of 

ideological bundles offers potential insight into worldview construction, adoption, 

maintenance, and change.   

We have returned to the ground of classical sociology in highlighting the 

importance of race, class, gender, and age for explaining the sources and distribution of 

worldviews.  Yet to this list must be added religion, which strongly colors ideology 

through group membership, practice, and belief.  These are some of the substantial 

influences on the perspectives people adopt for dealing with and understanding the world 

they encounter.  Constellations of belief tend to cluster around religious ideas or 

irreligious views that directly counter them.  In this sense, beliefs about the nature of 

reality, religious or otherwise, are of sociological import; and likewise of sociological 

constitution. 
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It is the impact of multiple dimensions of social location and status on the type of 

situations and contexts in which people find themselves that helps explain how larger 

social trends are influential of individuals.  As Berger and Luckmann (1966) and Mills 

(1959) highlighted, it is through personal experience that individuals are linked to 

broader sociological trends, whether they consciously recognize it or not.  In this way 

phenomenology provides one of the most promising theoretical avenues for 

understanding the connection between agency and structure, along with stratifying the 

concepts of structure and agency.  The fact that attitudes on such a wide range of topics 

vary along the same continuum and contain similar patterns points toward the utility of 

applying the metaphor of a web when conceptualizing beliefs. This theoretical approach 

holds promise for better understanding worldviews and ideological constellations, and it 

is hardly unreasonable to posit that for individuals a multitude of beliefs and attitudes are 

interrelated.   

The connections between specific beliefs for individuals also have extra-

individual patterns.  In other words, not only do individuals construct personal webs of 

belief, but there are distinctive social patterns regarding the nature, construction, and 

maintenance of these webs.  Thus construed, these patterns of belief are social facts in the 

Durkheimian sense, and are not merely the product of atomistic individual minds.  

Rather, they are the emergent product of interpretive communities, the ongoing discourse 

and interaction contained therein, and day-to-day experiences encountered.  These are 

trends significantly impacted by sociological factors, and rendered more understandable 

through applicable social theory. 
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Nothing about these patterns suggests that they are immutable or inevitable, as 

they are a contingent product of the context in which they are produced.  What this does 

suggest is that contemporary moral, political, and religious debates in America are often 

the same song in different keys.  The ideological framing of a wide range of issues 

ultimately centers around similar underlying points of contention.  These points of 

contention are manifold, but can be distilled into critical elements.  Namely, these points 

are at turns social and epistemic.   

Concerning the social, the primary delineations of the stratification matrix in 

America of race, class, gender, and age influence people’s experiences and the types of 

interests they develop and pursue, as well as the ideological understanding that 

accompanies them.  This ideological understanding involves epistemic source(s) of 

authority as a central conceptual component.  This is where religion enters the 

explanatory framework, impacting epistemic outlook over and above the influence of 

social location.11

As Wuthnow (1987) noted in his theoretical exposition on cultural analysis, social 

context is a necessary component for understanding the production, selection, 

maintenance, and change of specific ideologies, and at least “part of the variation in 

ideologies can be understood by looking at social conditions” (p. 148).  Similarly Randall 

Collins (1989) stated that “culture does not simply organize itself; it is organized by 

  Whether it is cultural progressivism or traditionalism, the ideological 

trends of contemporary America are pulled and shaped by social location and religious 

preferences.       

                                                 
11 Social location also plays a definitive role in how people express religiosity, so social statuses 

also work through religion, in addition to the independent impact of religion.  For examples of how social 
location impacts religious preference and practice, see (Baker, 2008a, b, 2009; Chaves, 2004; Glock & 
Stark, 1965; Niebuhr, [1929] 1957; Stark & Bainbridge, 1985, 1987; Troeltsch, [1931] 1992; Weber, 
[1922] 1991; Wuthnow, 1988).  
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social processes” (p. 131).  The patterning of the trends analyzed here affirms the 

relevance of social forces for impacting conceptions of moral authority and order, as 

worldviews shift upon, and are created by sociological tides.
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

Conclusions and Prologues 
 

The rule is perfect: in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.  When I 
look around me I am often troubled by how many people are mad  

 
—Mark Twain, [1907] 1973, p. 235, italics in original 

 
All human perception is limited; but all human beings are loathe to acknowledge 
their limitation.  All concrete thought-structures have arisen through the 
realization of one limited possibility out of an unlimited potentiality… and yet the 
naïve assumption is almost always that this one possibility which has actually 
come to fruition is the only one that was antecedently possible  
 

—Werner Stark, [1958] 1991, p. 155-156    
 
 
 So what can be said about the connections between science, religion, and 

worldviews made among the general public in early 21st century America?  First, only 

about 15% of Americans think there is a conflict between science and religion, and those 

who do are evenly split between privileging science or religion in the purported conflict.  

Among the larger group not perceiving a conflict, there are a variety of reasons for 

compatibility.  Many see no conflict because they mold their view of what science is and 

should be around their religious beliefs, hence the high level of public support for the 

creationist movement.  Others see no conflict because they cognitively construct their 

religious views in such a way that what is known about the world from scientific pursuits 

fits in complimentary or compatible manners.  Finally, people can compartmentalize 

these spheres of culture, or be apathetic of unaware of recent scientific discoveries. 

 We can say that acceptance of evolution among the American populace is sharply 

divided.  Further, the effects of increasing levels of education for influencing these issues 
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are substantially impacted by belief systems, as people can choose what information to 

seek out or avoid, internalize or disregard.  Overall, social class, race, political identity, 

and religiosity are critical to understanding views of science among the general public.  

Beyond views of science in themselves, we can say that these attitudes are components of 

broader ideological currents, and ultimately worldviews.  Attitudes about science are a 

consistent and reliable marker of one’s location along the continuum of cultural 

traditionalism and progressivism.  In the end, these views are well explained by 

examining the social sources that shape ideological commitments by dictating the 

experiential and interactive dimensions of individual agents.  Ideological orientations 

then serve to influence one’s approach to the world more generally, and therefore what 

type of company people seek to keep, what media they consume, which networks, 

groups, and institutions they are embedded in, and the interests they form.   

Issues involving science and religion have the capability to stir strong emotion 

and fervor in people advocating a variety of opinions.  Little wonder, considering the 

implications of these stances for epistemology, metaphysics, and ethics; not in the 

academic understanding of formal philosophical inquires, but rather in the sense that 

these concerns play a foundational role in the worldviews of people writ large, whether 

consciously or unconsciously.  The closer a topic is to the center of one’s web of belief, 

the stronger the stirring of emotion and sentiment.  Topics at the intersection of science 

and religion frequently drive toward the very center of the metaphorical web.  Viewing 

these issues from this perspective, it becomes clearer that various forms of these heated 

debates will continue unabated, even though the specific content of the discourse 

constantly evolves. 
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 This seemingly pessimistic assumption about the ongoing nature of conflicts 

between advocates utilizing the rhetorical frames of science or religion is firmly rooted in 

the conflict tradition in sociology.  Drawing from both Weber (1946) and Collins (1975), 

it is assumed that debates between agents representing these spheres of social life will 

continue due to the continual process of defining and protecting various status group 

interests, and attempting to make those interests and accompanying viewpoints socially 

legitimized.   Ultimately the “’culture wars,’ as they are nowadays called, are as old as 

academia itself, and the motives of the warriors likewise” (Runciman, 2000, p. 206).  The 

United States remains a very religious nation in terms of practice and belief, and although 

science has solidified its institutional power in knowledge production about the material 

world, religion remains a primary form of status group delineation and a vital mobilizing 

force for American values, interests, and identities.  It is therefore reasonable to anticipate 

a furtherance of contemporary disputes, as well as the emergence of new grounds of 

contested cultural territory.  While this is true both for institutional frontiers and in a 

broader ideological sense, it is especially prescient for the latter, which is strongly 

influenced by the denominational structuring of American religious and civil society. 

 Although the role of religion evolves as institutional relationships get defined and 

redefined, its power to influence American ideas and serve as a mobilizing vehicle for 

translating ideology into social movements remains substantial.  The role of religious 

perspectives in the public discourse over everything from slavery to prohibition and civil 

rights to abortion attests to the power of religion’s influence in contentious issues of 

ethics and social policy.  Assuredly many future political and moral debates will involve 

religious influences, and it is the job of social scientists to stand out as voices more 
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accurately depicting this role.  Although critical and value-conscious social science 

remains necessary, Weber’s injunctive to be attached to detachment, at least during 

analysis, remains relevant.  Polemicists seem to generate the majority of headlines, but 

there is much to recommend the idea that this state of affairs is not as dire as the staunch 

advocates of exclusivist doctrines would have us believe.  Ample empirical evidence 

indicates that the majority of Americans are not committed to an exclusivist stance 

privileging either science or religion at the expense of the other.  There are strong 

advocates for such positions, but they remain the minority.  So while the foci of these 

debates have the potential for polarization, this is neither the dominant trend, nor an 

inevitable fate for individuals in post-industrial societies. 

 
The Sociology of Science and Religion Revisited 

 
The title of this monograph is necessarily broad and ambitious enough to over-

promise the amount of insight contained within.  Still, the information presented aims to 

push the sociological study of science and religion forward by examining the realm of 

public opinion, providing a counterpoint to analyses that explore transitions in specific 

institutional settings or the interplay between inter-dependent institutions.  A task worth 

pursuing further would be a more comprehensive connection between institutional and 

public opinion approaches, showing how each relates to the other.  On a more general 

note, sociologists to date have done a poor job of adding a distinctive voice to 

understanding of the connections between science and religion.    

As Evans and Evans (2008) pointed out—and part of the impetus for taking on the 

questions examined throughout this study—social scientists have remained largely silent 

on these issues.  Further, when venturing into these waters they have too often relied on 
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approaches originating in versions of Enlightenment philosophies that played a prominent 

role in the founding, justification, and legitimation of the social sciences as valid 

intellectual pursuits.  Such approaches tend to treat scientific pursuits as an immanent, 

inevitable, and all-encompassing cultural hegemon ushered forth by the juggernaut of 

modernity.  This places the absence of sociological inquiry on these issues into historical 

perspective, but hardly excuses contemporary practitioners from continuing to ignore the 

topic.  Some of the frequently cited scholars throughout this study such as John Evans 

have pushed this research agenda forward, but much remains to be investigated and 

greater attention from the sociological perspective is warranted, especially because these 

debates are already suffused with polemics. 

 While those in the “hard” sciences and the humanities can and should continue to 

debate and discuss issues raised at the intersection of religion and science, those in the 

middle ground of the social sciences have a great deal to offer in terms of mapping the 

social and cultural landscape of these issues.  Historians have taken this task more 

seriously than sociologists, and the work of Edward Larson and Ronald Numbers (among 

others) is laudable.  The lacuna in sociology is also due in no small part to the relatively 

disreputable perceptions within the field of both sociologies of science and religion—the 

former receiving their criticism primarily from “science proper” and positivist strains of 

sociology, and the latter primarily from an inter-disciplinary disavowal of religion as a 

component of social systems worth investigating.  This state of affairs is rather 

unfortunate, but liberating for potential research.  If nothing else the preceding work 

makes it clear that I perceive substantial promise in this line of inquiry, and it is sincerely 

hoped that more colleagues eventually share this conclusion. 
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 Multiple pertinent and available lines of inquiry remain.  The data taken for 

analyses in this study are necessarily situated in a particular geographical, historical, and 

cultural space.  Although taken from a random sample, which helps increase the much-

sought-after principle of “gerneralizability” researchers strive for, this also obscures less 

prominent groups in the American cultural tapestry.  Belief systems outside the Judeo-

Christian lineage may reveal particularly interesting patterns concerning attitudes about 

science.  Even within the Judeo-Christian lineage, Mormons are an influential religious 

group that warrants specific inquiry to examine how this interpretive community 

approaches issues involving science and technology.   

 Beyond comparing the sample used here to other, more specific groups in the 

United States, there is also the possibility to expanding or contracting the scope of 

analysis to incorporate either a more comparative approach, or a richer qualitative 

assessment.  From a comparative approach an important place to begin would be 

comparing Western European countries to the United States in terms of citizens’ 

approaches to science.  The connections between belief systems involving, religion, 

science, and politics could be examined to determine if patterns found in the American 

context are consistent with, or divergent from those in Europe.  Additionally the 

connections between predominantly Islamic, Hindu, or Eastern cultural perspectives such 

as Buddhism or Shinto are deserving of inquiry regarding how they influence stances 

toward scientific enterprises and precepts.  Inevitably there would be similarities as well 

as discrepancies accounted for by varying contexts, and a comparative approach would 

give more contextual color to the arguments advanced within this study. 
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 Regarding a substantively richer qualitative approach, I continue to maintain as I 

have stated in previous work dealing with irreligious positions in the United States that an 

in-depth interview approach comparing and contrasting how those in various irreligious 

stances construct their belief systems, and in what sources they place moral authority, is 

an important line of inquiry for better understanding the social determination and 

consequences of belief existing outside of traditional religion.  As Chapter 6 conveyed, 

this would involve an inquiry into the use of science, its rhetoric, and its approaches for 

constructing and maintaining worldviews.  Such a research program would be more 

useful if not limited to the irreligious alone, but also investigated those not perceiving a 

conflict between science and religion, as well as those who perceive a conflict and 

privilege more rigidly dogmatic forms of religion.   

Beyond their interaction with one another in certain spheres of social life, science 

as an institution and a legitimating tool for moral claims has become an undeniably 

powerful force in contemporary discourse.  Moreover, it often has rationalizing impacts 

on ethical debates, such that the parameters for discussions  are rather “thin” in the sense 

that values, in the commonsense understanding of the word, end up playing very little 

discursive role (Evans, 2002).  There are times when even a highly secularized sphere 

would be well served to sustain a healthier diversity of discourse incorporating values 

and ethics, and by implication, the views of religious representatives.  Unfortunately the 

moral and religious discourse in contemporary America—unlike the population itself—

has become rather bifurcated.  Conservative religionist figures such as James Dobson and 

the late Jerry Falwell are often the only types of religious voices that gain much traction 

in public debate because more moderate or liberal religious positions are not perceived as 
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being qualitatively distinct from “secular” positions.  Therefore moderate religious voices 

are attacked by conservative religionists and ignored by more secular perspectives, 

effectively squeezing out the discursive middle ground (M. Evans, 2009).  This state of 

affairs contributes to the rhetorical reality of the culture wars.  The dynamics of public 

discourse and the role of both science and religion in this process presents itself as a 

crucial realm of study; one that is especially pressing for deliberative democracies.  

Although this highlights a small sampling of the available paths for inquiry, there are 

many other areas deserving of investigation, and many available paths of pursuit.  

 
The Disjoint between Public Institutions and Opinion in the U.S. 

 
 The findings presented also point toward a number of topics of theoretical import 

for sociology.  One such topic is the connection between the religiosity of the American 

populace and the secular character of public institutions.  Considering the relatively high 

level of individual religiosity found in contemporary America, the disconnect between 

public opinion and institutions presents something of a paradox.  The United States is 

often held up by antagonists of secularization perspectives as evidence that post-

industrial societies can indeed be deeply religious.  Yet, the cultural context of America 

also presents an interesting dynamic in that its public institutions, such as medicine, 

education, and politics, are thoroughly secularized.  Christian Smith commented that 

“America is often observed as being at once the most religious and the most secular 

nation on earth” (2003b, p. 7).  Consequently, there is a decided disjoint between public 

opinion and institutions concerning the role of religion. 

 Much of this divide is symbolically represented in the First Amendment, with its 

Establishment and Free Exercise clauses respectively.  In effect, interpretations of this 



 

217 

document have simultaneously provided the framework for a secularized public sphere 

and the protection of individual rights to practice religion.  Many institutions such as 

public education have become more secularized in recent years by invoking violations of 

the Establishment Clause, as was the case with prayer in school and the teaching of 

creationism.  Still, the public impact of religion in the United States is prominently 

displayed in the power of the Religious Right as a voting block and the frequent 

invocation of religious values and justifications in debates over public policy. 

 Accordingly, institutional analyses routinely outline a secularizing process in 

assessing matters of science and religion (see Binder, 2002; Evans, 2002; Gieryn, 1983; 

Gieryn et al., 1985; Smith, 2003b), even though such approaches do not take these 

processes as inevitable or even necessarily desirable.  But as analyses presented in this 

here demonstrate, this secularization hardly extends into the realm of personal beliefs and 

worldviews, as Americans remain decidedly religious on these counts.  How then are we 

to reconcile the role of religion in American public life, as it seems to be simultaneously 

thoroughly secular and religious? 

 In essence the dual religion clauses of the First Amendment serve to establish a 

“free market” for religion that has been claimed to encourage its vitality (Finke & Stark, 

1992; Stark & Finke, 2000), while at the same time limiting the scope of religion’s 

permeation into public institutions.  The result is a proscribed, self-limiting impact for 

religion in American public life.  In the more proximal structural conditions of situations 

and social networks, religion is central to American civic life, but its direct impact on 

more distal structural foundations is limited.  However, the mobilizing and motivating 

potential of religious groups for social movements is well documented, and indeed 
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religious elements have consistently played roles in social movements throughout 

American history.  Additionally, religious groups play a facilitating role in integrating 

individuals into broader civic engagement, whether the ends of such engagement are 

expressly religious or not (Putnam, 2000).   

 It is the central role as a mobilizing and motivating force that is the elemental 

power of religion to influence American public life.  By motivating people to vote for a 

particular candidate, volunteer their time, effort, and money to organizations, or by 

catalyzing and sustaining social movements aimed at garnering change in political 

infrastructure, religion simultaneously exerts a powerful influence on the shape of 

American culture while being officially excluded from institutionalization.  So although 

religion does not directly impact more distal structural organization, it can, and often 

does facilitate movements that do.  Consequently, “Even in a country that forbids the 

institutional collaboration of church and state, religious sentiments continue to play a 

powerful role in setting the political agenda and determining election outcomes” (Froese, 

2008, p. 194).  The high level of salience of religion in the personal lives of Americans 

ensures that its role in public discourse and social movements will persist, and that 

contentious public issues will continue to be influenced by religion through its motivation 

of individuals and social movements.  It is through its role as a midwife to social 

movements and use as a political tool that religion exerts an impact on the more distal 

structural aspects of American society, while its more proximal impacts on the lifeworld 

of Americans are more consistent and pervasive.     

 The primary manner in which religion becomes excluded from the negotiation 

over public issues is by placing conflicts squarely within the realm of a public institution 



 

219 

and limiting “legitimate” discourse to its representatives, thereby restricting the allowable 

discourse on a given issue.  In such contexts religious precepts must then be translated 

into more secularized values applicable to a wider group of people in order to gain 

legitimacy (Habermas, 2008).  But this is not the only sphere of dissemination and 

discourse, as the instructive example of creationism shows.  While creationism has been 

officially excluded from the curricula of public schools, it often remains a component of 

private, religious education and more importantly, the informal socialization that takes 

place in Sunday schools, sermons, Bible studies, religious media, and in everyday 

conversations.  The relatively high level of support for issues such as creationism 

indicates that conflicts will arise when the more religious private sphere of social life 

comes into contact with the more secular public sphere.  The “tension between public 

education and popular belief ensures that the legal controversy over teaching creation and 

evolution will continue in American courts, legislatures and school board meetings will 

into the new century” (Larson, 2003, p. 209).  This is not relegated solely to battles over 

evolution, and is especially pertinent on a more localized level, where moral communities 

can unofficially impact the administering of scientific education, public policy, and the 

general discourse that individuals participate in.   

Although by no means exhaustive, these are some of the basic parameters through 

which religion impacts public life in the United States, and they are structured around the 

dual clauses concerning religion in the First Amendment.  Interestingly then, “in the 

current American debate over the political role of religion, all sides can affirm their 

loyalty to the constitution” (Habermas, 2008, pp. 118-119). 
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Knowledge of Science vs. Ubiquity of Technology 
 

 Although Americans hold a variety of opinions on the moral authority of science 

and its representatives, the applications of scientific principles in the form of technology 

have unequivocally altered the character of life in post-industrial societies.  Outside of 

attempting to sustain a distinct philosophy aimed at resisting technology, participation in 

social systems in developed regions of the world necessitates that technology has a 

forceful impact on the character of modern life.  Even attempts to directly resist 

technological advances remain highly influenced by them, as such movements essentially 

define their ideology in relation to technology.  Simply stated, reliance on and integration 

with technology is a fact of life in modern social systems. 

 However this reliance on technology does not necessarily translate into the wide 

dissemination of the scientific knowledge and ideas undergirding technology.  As was 

seen with evolution, there remains a great deal of resistance to some scientific tenets.  But 

resistance is only one form of separation between the general public and scientifically 

endorsed bodies of knowledge.  Ignorance and apathy are even more likely.  As noted in 

Chapter 3, according to the 2008 GSS, 72% of Americans responded that they did not 

have a clear understanding of what the term “scientific study” meant.  Additionally 28% 

asserted that the sun revolved around the earth or that they did not know the answer to 

such a question, and nearly 40% believed that antibiotics eliminated viruses.   

 This disconnect between the prominent role of technology for organizing and 

impacting modern social systems—and therefore individual lives embedded within—and 

levels of knowledge about basic scientific principles must be kept in mind when 

examining public opinion about science.  This enhances the theoretical claim that 
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individuals modify and construe science in multiple ways, and that while attitudes toward 

science are an informative window into issues of moral authority, these claims must be 

contextualized by the fact that a substantial proportion of Americans have scant 

knowledge of scientific enterprises.  This does little to detract from the relevant findings 

about the contemporary ideological field in the United States, but it does speak to the 

relative flexibility of lay approaches to science.  They can hardly be uniform if the 

majority of people are not aware of canonical scientific principles and understandings.  

The study of public opinion about science is more beneficially conceived as assessing the 

sociology of belief and knowledge rather than the programs laid out by the sociology of 

science, which typically seek to better understand science as a powerful social institution.         

    
Toward a Sociology of Belief Systems 

 
 Although this study’s findings have some implications for distal social structure, 

its primary focus is the patterns and socially determined sources of belief systems in the 

contemporary United States.  I must confess that although a sociologist of religion by 

trade, I often find this label to be an inadequate description of the approach I find most 

insightful for studying religion, or any other set of beliefs.  The label has its utilities.  Its 

principal use is to communicate to other social scientists and academics more broadly 

what is being studied—and for this purpose the terminology is adequate.  But for a more 

accurate description of the potential realm of study for the sociologist “of religion,” the 

concept of belief systems is more inclusive, accurate, and beneficial for opening up 

creative lines of inquiry. 

 Ongoing debates about secularization, some of which have been mentioned here, 

often center around a seemingly innocuous, but dauntingly difficult question: What, 
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exactly, constitutes religion?  And therefore by inversion, the secular?  Although these 

debates have discursive values for shaping the way researchers approach the study of 

both the religious and the secular, declaring belief systems more generally as a field of 

study circumvents some of the theoretical difficulties raised by contentions about what 

constitutes religion.  This is not to say there are not important distinctions to be made 

between participation in an organized, social body of religion and a highly individualized 

belief system assembled from various available sources; because there are.  While I do 

not suggest the abandonment of religion as a concept, I do advocate the inclusion of a 

wider swath of belief systems as being within the relevant field of study for the scholar of 

“religion.”   

As relayed most directly in Chapters 6 and 7, belief systems are not confined to 

what is thought of as religion proper, as they extend into issues of morality, politics, and 

even irreligion.  Religion in the traditional, organizational sense is only one aspect of 

belief systems, and all individuals with base-level cognitive functioning operate using 

some form of belief system, even if only implicitly.  Accordingly a sociology of belief 

systems approach opens the study of UFO cults, “freethinkers,” New Age subcultures, 

secularists, party loyalists, and nominal Catholics, and affording these systems the same 

level of validity for inquiry given to various strains of “fundamentalism.”  Researchers in 

the field often do this anyway, but conceptualizing the approach as concerned with the 

social determination, patterning, and consequences of beliefs of any kind places such 

studies on firmer constructs than the tenuous and debatable application of the concept of 

religion.  I reiterate that there are features of traditional, organized religion that are 

critical aspects for inquiry, and that delineating such groups from more diffuse, less 
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socially organized belief systems is a relevant distinction.  While these features are 

deserving of investigation, they need not be the only groups, interpretive communities, or 

cognitive schemas investigated from the perspective typically used for assessing formal 

religions. 

This also necessarily connects the study of religion more directly to studies of 

culture and work in the sociology of knowledge, both of which hold beneficial insights 

for studies of belief systems.  Concerning belief systems, perspectives on epistemology, 

moral authority, and metaphysics are all interrelated, as the final empirical chapters 

hopefully made a compelling case for.  What sources of information people are willing to 

accept on given topics is necessarily related to perspectives on moral authority, which is 

itself predicated upon one’s metaphysical assumptions about nature and existence, and all 

its corresponding existential concerns.     

I have suggested that attempting to empirically assess more centralized beliefs in 

the metaphorical web is a valuable step in this line of thought.  Understood from a belief 

systems approach, this holds equally for conservative Protestants and the “irreligious.”  I 

recognize that this abbreviated lament on the approach and language outlining the 

symbolic boundaries of scholarly inquiry into belief is unlikely to change how those in 

the field distinguish themselves from other disciplines, but I do advocate employing an 

inclusive approach to beliefs as beneficial for conducting research and constructing a 

sociologically pertinent assessment of these forms.  There are unlikely to be any 

“sociology of belief systems” conferences, but in conducting informative and creative 

research, making this distinction effectively brackets sticky conceptual issues of what 

gets counted as religion, and what, by implication, gets excluded. 
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Belief Systems between Science and Religion: The Paranormal 

 
 In between the cultural spaces of science and religion lies the paranormal, a 

blanket term applied to beliefs and practices pushed beyond the symbolic boundaries of 

both social institutions.  This cultural nether region provides a pool of cultural practices 

classified by science as illegitimate or super-empirical.  Although these beliefs frequently 

involve the supernatural, neither are they recognized or sanctioned by organized 

religions.   

 Because what gets labeled paranormal is on the cultural borders of both science 

and religion, the relationship between these established and culturally legitimated social 

institutions and de-legitimized cultural forms provides interesting test cases of boundary 

maintenance.  The relationship between religion and the paranormal is complicated, and 

until recently it has been largely misunderstood (cf. Baker & Draper, 2009; Mencken, 

Bader, & Kim, 2009; Mencken, Bader, & Stark, 2008).  Assuming a sociology of belief 

systems approach while maintaining organized religion as a concept allows for a more 

rigorous decomposition and understanding of these relationships. 

 Science also has a complex relationship with the paranormal and pseudo-

scientific, as such topics simultaneously represent the frontier of knowledge and 

information considered discreditable.  The trials and tribulations of SETI (Search for 

Extra Terrestrial Intelligence) as a research program, of cold fusion as a physical 

possibility, of parapsychology and alternative medicine, as well as the history of pursuits 

such as phrenology are instances of disputes over the cultural territory of science.  These 

cultural battles are fertile ground for social scientists to understand how symbolic 

boundaries get drawn, enforced, and redrawn through social processes. 
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 The paranormal is an umbrella concept and the beliefs and practices housed 

within it encompass a wide variety of topics (see Bader, Mencken, & Baker, 2010).  

Individuals who adopt these stigmatized forms of knowledge and beliefs must find ways 

to manage their interests and the lack of social acceptance of their views.  This varies by 

the type and intensity of beliefs, as well as the social context in which the individuals 

operate.  Examining the processes of institutional exclusion provides a glimpse into the 

perimeter of disputed territories, and highlights the practices employed to maintain 

symbolic boundaries.  The paranormal is a cultural realm that exists neither inside of 

science or organized religion, but offers potentially informative research on both from a 

social scientific perspective.             

 
Religious and Scientific Cosmology 

 
 Although it is unnecessary to assume an inherent conflict between science and 

religion, especially from the perspective of socially constructed belief systems, we can 

make efforts to better understand why the two seem to be connected to one another in an 

ever-evolving series of allegiances and antagonisms.  From a more historical materialist 

perspective, resources may be implicated, as in the 17th century when those making early 

claims to science as a distinctive enterprise enacted a symbiotic relationship with 

religious organizations in order to have access to resources, and in return attempted to 

add “objective” knowledge to a “natural” or “rational” theology (see Barbour, 1966).  But 

science has long since surpassed the need to secure resources from religious entities.  It is 

beneficial to venture into the realm of ideas in order to better understand the frequently 

contested boundaries between science and religion.  The danger involved in such an 

effort was outlined in the beginning of this study, and remains an ever-present 
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consideration.  Although the epistemic conflict narrative improperly assumes that science 

and religion have transcendental, immanent qualities, there are commonalities between 

the concerns of science and religion that point to their frequent ideological and 

intellectual exchanges.  Of primary importance here is the notion of cosmology. 

 This concept is broad and rich in metaphorical implications, and is therefore often 

the grounds over which science and religion intersect with one another.  Namely, science 

purportedly deals with physical cosmology, while religion asserts its own cosmology 

through theological systems.  As Peter Berger (1967) put it: “Religion is the human 

enterprise by which a sacred cosmos is established” (p. 25).  Similarly Carl Sagan (1980) 

intoned that “Cosmos is from the Greek word for the order of the universe.  It is, in a 

way, the opposite of Chaos.  It implies the deep interconnectedness of all things” (p. 10).  

It is on this plane that religious and scientific claims often overlap—whether they are 

synthesized, compartmentalized, or counter-posed remains an open question; one for 

which I advocate probing the social determinations of belief systems.   

Taking the methods and discoveries of science seriously, we are forced to 

evaluate what role transcendence has in the universe according to what can be gathered 

from experiential data, both personal and scientific.  The rapid advancement of a 

scientific cosmology with the increasing power of technology poses cosmological, and 

therefore theological questions upon a knowledgeable agent who does not dismiss them 

out of hand based a priori ideological commitments.  The multitude of discoveries made 

by the Hubble Telescope and those who assess such data speaks directly to these issues, 

and how humans will respond in reassessing cosmological meaning systems, if at all, 

remains unclear.  Regardless it is safe to posit that issues of cosmology are at the heart of 
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both religious and scientific enterprises, albeit it with varying methods and aims.  

Accordingly is within such an arena where the boundaries between the two are likely to 

be considered and contested in the future, as they have been in the past.   

Without sliding down the slippery slope into the epistemic conflict narrative, we 

can posit that the debates about the position of religion vis-à-vis science will necessarily 

continue as technology increases our ability to explore the vast expanses of the universal 

macrocosm and the sub-atomic microcosm.  The majority of scientists may be 

unconcerned with theological issues raised by religious traditions, but their work is of 

import for theologians, both formal and functional.  As a prescriptive aside I reiterate that 

scientific endeavors dealing with humans should keep an open ear to the ethical discourse 

of religion, as science’s rhetorical and technical power fails to necessitate to what ends it 

is employed and such questions are worth pondering beyond technical parameters.                    

 
Science and Religion as Metaphorical, Analogical, and Inter-Subjective 

 
 Largely due to the amount of clamor over conflicts between science and religion, 

the commonalities of the two are often obscured.  Two characteristics in particular are 

intriguing: the role of metaphorical and analogical thought in constructing grand and 

individualized narratives, and the inter-subjective nature of both religion and science.1

 Concerning the metaphorical and analogical, the capability of constructing a 

worldview based exclusively on either religion or science points to the potential role of 

each for providing metaphors that render existence and experience more understandable.  

Religion and science both inevitably point toward the nature of reality, and therefore to 

metaphysical assumptions (Proctor, 2005).  As Ian Barbour (1990) relates, “Like 

  

                                                 
1 See Wallace (2005) for an insightful treatment of this topic. 
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scientific models, religious models are analogical… They are neither literal descriptions 

of reality nor useful fictions, but human constructs that help us interpret experience by 

imagining what cannot be observed” (p. 45).  For example, we cannot see physics, but 

“physics” models as a set of interrelated ideas and principles help render the movement 

of material bodies more understandable. 

 The metaphors that render science understandable and enable its practitioners to 

think about their objects of study in meaningful ways evolve over time.  Once dominant 

Aristotelian metaphors about anrthpocentric essences and purposive action came to be 

replaced by mechanical metaphors, especially that of the clock, during the scientific 

revolution (Shapin, 1996).2

Although science operates through “experiential” data, these data are typically not 

readily apparent to direct experience and often require highly refined technology to 

observe.  Moreover, sensory experience still requires an interpretive role by the subject.  

Therefore metaphors and models are required to translate such processes into more 

understandable terms.  Children’s or popular science programs rely heavily on analogy to 

communicate the complex but unseen realms that constitute scientific inquiry.  Ping-pong 

balls stand in for atoms and earthly distances are used to render macro- or microscopic 

scientific principles communicable.  A favorite example for communicating the physical 

properties of the universe remains the train, which assists in explicating principles of 

  More contemporary philosophies built on scientific methods 

often appeal to chance or probabilistic variations, but it must be remembered that 

theorists still vigorously defend structured patterns in modeling these accounts appealing 

to randomization and the absence of design.   

                                                 
2 The power of this metaphor can still be seen in the battles over design vs. material causes of 

history.  Richard Dawkins (1987) famously extended this metaphor and argued that if there were a 
watchmaker, he must have been “blind.”   
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sound, space, time, and the relativity of their interrelationships.  These cognitive 

transpositions and thought experiments allow people to better conceptualize and 

understand the natural world.  Popularizers of science such as Carl Sagan are not 

successful at disseminating scientific ideas because they are more rigorous and thorough 

than the next scientist, but rather because they are great story tellers who render the 

complex world of science more understandable and show how it relates to the lives of 

individuals.      

Although the scientific method is hypothetically democratic, as it is open to 

anyone who takes the time to learn and refine it, the tools and resources necessary to do 

scientific work are hardly available to the public.  Although a large hedron collider is 

ultimately designed to tell us more about the “how” contained in the microcosm of 

material reality, it is hardly information that is simply open to experience.  Scientistic 

advocates may claim that their metaphors are more directly related to material reality and 

therefore more assuredly “true,” but the necessity of metaphorical and analogical thinking 

is hardly squelched by the scientific method or the knowledge it produces. 

 While science often purports to point to the “how” of human experience, it is 

more underlying metaphysical assumptions which point to the “why.”  These 

assumptions may take the form of traditional religious outlooks, but need not necessarily 

do so.  An assumption that the universe operates on chance and the occasional purposive 

action of humans is itself a metaphysical assumption drawing on metaphors to render 

existence and experience into a more encompassing meaning system.  Such a perspective 

again allows us to see why scientific and religious advocates sometimes come into 

conflict with one another, as well as why they need not inherently do so.  If science is the 
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how, the why that undergirds it has no foregone or predetermined structure.  However, as 

we have seen in this study, when religious metaphors are taken literally, they can come 

into conflict with interpretations of the material realm, which has become science’s 

domain of expertise.  This happens because “one may expect too much from a model and 

identify it with reality, as literalism does, forgetting that even those aspects of a model 

which are relevant do not provide and exhaustive representation” (Barbour, 1966, p. 218).  

Similarly when science pushes heavily into the territory of “why,” religious perspectives 

are frequently there awaiting its arrival and defending their cultural turf.  Understanding 

both scientific and religious perspectives as attempts to understand existential and 

phenomenological concerns, and as asking different but sometimes overlapping 

questions, places each into a more circumspect perspective. 

 A related line of comparing science and religion deals with the idea of inter-

subjectivity, which both science and religion necessarily incorporate.  From a sociology 

of knowledge perspective, each pursuit represents interactions between individuals and a 

broader community.  From a cultural perspective, both science and religion require 

practices, beliefs, norms, and the formation and maintenance of symbolic boundaries 

demarcating a cultural space.  Science as a method is decidedly inter-subjective, and this 

assumption is built into the very foundation of its methodology and approach to the 

world.  It is assumed that if a properly trained scientist arrives at a given conclusion using 

a particular model, method, and approach, then a similarly trained individual conducting 

parallel work should be able to produce the same outcomes.  This triangulation of 

experience in order to derive more reliable knowledge is a hallmark of the scientific 
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method, making inter-subjectivity crucial to the epistemology, and therefore the 

metaphysical assumptions of science. 

 Religion too is decidedly inter-subjective, but with some variations from science.  

First, religious explanations and beliefs are typically shared between individuals in order 

to increase their confidence in such explanations (Stark & Finke, 2000).  This is an effort 

to understand the shared aspects of experience through religious language, stories, and 

metaphors.  We would not expect two individuals’ experiences of speaking in tongues to 

be the same, but we could expect that if these people shared a conversation about their 

experiences they would both attribute the experience to an interaction with the divine, 

thereby pointing to shared metaphysical assumptions about the nature of reality.   

For religion as for science the corporate life transmits a structure of ideals, 
standards, presuppositions, and patterns of behavior.  Becoming a physicist or a 
Christian… is a process of acquiring distinctive attitudes by becoming 
incorporated into a community.  The religious community, too, has its 
“paradigms,” key examples from the past that influence all of its activities.  The 
religious community, like the scientific, has its own symbolic language in terms 
of which it describes its common experience (Barbour, 1966, pg. 214, italics in 
original). 

       
 It can be countered that highly individualized forms of religion such as the 

infamous Shelia-ism outlined by Bellah et al. (1985) do not contain the inter-subjective 

quality of participating in a religious community.  It is true that such experiences are 

different in quality than that of individuals embedded in a face-to-face interpretive 

community conducting interactive and formal rituals.  Still, the ideas that Shelia sampled 

from the proverbial spiritual buffet were derived from the shared experiences of other 

people and traditions, even if these media were only encountered vicariously.  She then 

used these shared experiences to construct a framework that rendered her own life and 

experiences more meaningful. 
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 Presumed encounters between the individual and the divine are rendered 

meaningful only through reference to extra-subjective experience.  Religious views 

necessarily point beyond the self (even when they sacralize the ego), as do scientific 

views—albeit in varying ways.  This is not to say that there are not significant and 

consequential variations between science and religion, but these differences typically 

receive the majority of attention and are outlined extensively by polemicists of all 

varieties.  Therefore they are not worth recapitulating here.  Although the types of inter-

subjectivity expressed by religion and science are distinct from one another, each 

represents an effort to reference beyond the isolated self into an inter-subjective form of 

broader truth claims.  While such a perspective will do little to quell disputes over moral 

authority, it does place some of these debates into a more understandable context, which 

is, after all, the inter-subjective goal of social science.                          

 
A (Hopefully) Earned Editorial 

 
It is not the least valuable service which the sociology of knowledge has to render 
that it can teach all men humility and charity, both of which are not only virtues 
of the heart, but potentially also virtues of the intellect.  It shows up the essential 
limitations of one’s own knowledge and thereby inculcates humility; it shows up 
the rationality in the apparent irrationality of the next door neighbor’s point of 
view and thereby inculcates charity.  In so far as the truth is the truth only in its 
proper sphere, the sociology of knowledge contains a precious corrective of that 
most dangerous and objectionable form of error—error arising from the abuse of 
the truth (Stark, [1958] 1991, p. 159).   

  
Temporarily concluding on this line of thought it seems worth saying a word on 

the tendencies of the polarization of discourse on sources of moral authority, or what 

James Proctor (2005) convincingly called “commitment without critique.”  Regarding the 

stance of scientistic materialism and anti-religion positions, advocates of such 

perspectives should beware of disavowing the rich cultural history of religion, of its deep 
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contemplation of ethical issues, and its ability to inspire, revive, and sustain the human 

spirit.  Conversely, anti-science religionists should beware of turning a blind eye to the 

progress, methods, and knowledge of science to keep in tact purportedly definitive 

accounts of the material reality of religious metaphors.  This effectively re-embodies the 

metaphorical role of the ostrich, and ultimately alienates those who seek to reconcile 

contemporary states of scientific knowledge with religious perspectives.3

This would mean that religious communities would need to flexibly adapt to 

scientific knowledge and progress, and this is anathema to many placing bedrock moral 

authority in the foregone conclusions of a given interpretive community utilizing a 

definitive and literal account of religious mythology.  But this is in essence what religion 

has always had to do as knowledge of the material world advanced, and religionists need 

have no worry of the eventual totality of cultural encroachment so prominently foretold 

in certain strains of Enlightenment ideology.  Although scientific inquiry has begun to 

encroach into the realm of creation myths and cosmology, it cannot—by the very nature 

of its objects of inquiry and methods—speak definitively on the topic of the super-

empirical, be it divine or personal transcendence.  Scientists who claim to be able to do so 

have overstepped the bounds of their methodology and are offering theological and 

metaphysical claims.  Ironically similar to fundamentalists, they are epistemic 

imperialists haughtily projecting their own views as totalizing and the only ones worthy 

of assent.  Everyone has a right to wax philosophical, but science does not now, nor will 

it ever—if its methodological limitations are openly acknowledged—speak directly to 

these issues.  On the other side staunch religionists have, as the late scholar of 

 

                                                 
3See Habermas (2008) for an elaboration of these points as they relate to political theory and 

democratic discourse.    
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comparative mythology Joseph Campbell (1972, 1988) would be quick to remind us, 

confused the symbol per se with its referent when it comes to “literal” readings of sacred 

scriptures and narratives.  Mythology is intended to speak to issues beyond the 

materiality of its stories, and getting trapped in a definitive account of the story itself 

effectively misses the point.  The Kingdom of God is not actually a mustard seed.  The 

ideas of science generally, or of physical cosmology and evolution specifically, do little 

to reduce the ponderous wonderment of existence and the myriad philosophical questions 

it poses.  To claim otherwise is to improperly assert certainty into a sphere of inherent 

mystery. 

With these caveats in mind, the philosophical treasures hidden in the “boundaries” 

between science and religion are vast.  As Collins (1998) points out in his sociological 

examination of philosophical trends and development, the area between ideological 

camps is one of the richest of all intellectual spaces.  It is here that humans mine the 

fertile ground of what, exactly, we can say given our limited faculties and considering the 

vast expanses of the situations, world, and universe we inhabit.  It is undesirable that a 

specific cultural institution become an uncontested, taken-for-granted hegemon that 

permeates all facets of life with its logic and metaphors alone.   

Within the cultural space where science and religion meet is where we encounter 

the questions that yet remain unanswered, and are therefore worth probing more fully.  

These boundaries present the inquisitive with challenging enterprises and allow people to 

engage their energies and passions by clarifying problems and puzzles, refining 

understanding, and offering insight into nature, in all senses of the word.  Over-

generalizing about the connections between science and religion misses the complexity of 
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cultural forms and places humanity on a pedestal—either of its own or divine making.  

To counter-balance these tendencies I would simply say: May we have curiosity, passion, 

and most of all, humility in ample measure.                
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