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What does it mean to be an atheist in the United States today? Atheists comprise a small percentage of the American population, but one with an increasingly visible presence in popular culture, political discourse, and everyday life. How do atheists compare with other non-religious Americans? How do atheists organize into groups oriented toward identity-formation, social connection, and political action? What are Americans' attitudes toward atheists, atheism, and non-belief, and are these attitudes changing?  The course will promote a critical examination of the changing landscape of religious non-belief in the United States, placing contemporary American atheism in a sociological and historical context. Throughout the course, we focus on the varieties of religious and non-religious experience and engage with sociological debates about secularization in the late-modern context.

Readings
· Articles and chapters are on electronic reserve at Wilson library,  log in with your x-500 password at https://reserves.lib.umn.edu/
· Four books are available for purchase.  They are also on reserve at Wilson Library.  Students are encouraged to “buddy up” and find someone to share books with to cut back on expenses.  The books are:

· Freethinkers:  A History of American Secularism by Susan Jacoby
· Faith No More:  Why People Reject Religion by Phil Zuckerman
· The Age of Atheists by Peter Watson
· The Ebony Exodus Project: Why Some Black Women are Walking Out on Religion – and Others Should Too by Candace R. M. Gorham
Assignments & Grading
1) Articles for Discussion Assignment.  10% of Grade.  

Due in class: Week 8, Oct. 22 (1st summary); Week 13, Nov. 26 (2nd Summary)
· Find and print out two articles from mainstream news sources on the general topic of atheism in America (including atheist groups, movements, or identities; atheism and politics; atheism and discrimination or stigma; more general articles on non-belief and secularism in the United States, and related). 

· For each article, write a 2-paragraph summary on how course materials help you understand the article or give you a critical perspective on it. 

· Turn in both articles, with the summaries attached.  Articles and summaries should be legibly printed on one side of the paper only, and should include the URL for the article.
· “Mainstream news sources” examples:  
· Star Tribune, Pioneer Press, Minnpost.com

· New York Times, LA Times, Huffington Post, Slate.com, Politico.com, Daily Beast, The Guardian
2) “Book Group” Assignment 1.  10% of grade.  Due Week 5, Oct. 1, in class
· Come to Wednesday’s class with 1 ½ to 2 page written summary of the main things you learned from the Jacoby book, and a list of 5-7 questions meant to spark conversation in a small group discussion.  We will break up into small groups and have “book group” discussions of the Jacoby (which you will be prepared for through having done the written assignment).  

3)  Midterm Exam.  30% of grade.  Week 7, Oct. 15, in class.  

· Covers material from Weeks 1-6.  Combination of short answer and short essay.

4)“ Book Group” Assignment 2.  10% of grade.  Due: Week 10, Nov. 5, in class.  

· Come to Wednesday’s class with 1 ½ to 2 page written summary of the main things you learned from the Zuckerman book, and a list of 5-7 questions meant to spark conversation in a small group discussion.  We will break up into small groups and have “book group” discussions of the Zuckerman (which you will be prepared for through having done the written assignment).  

5)  Final Exam.  30% of grade.  In-class.  Week 15, Dec. 10, in class. 

· Covers material from Weeks 8-14 of class.  Combination of short answer and short essay.
6)  Participation.  10% of grade.  

· Calculated entirely from attendance at and participation in small-group discussion activities Weeks 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14.  You lose 1% for every absence.
Rules of the Game 
Many course-related policies are set by the College of Liberal Arts or the Sociology Department. The syllabus supplements (at the end of the syllabus) cover these policies in detail.  These policies are instituted to be fair to all students and impose uniform deadlines and procedures, and I follow them in all cases.  

In addition:   

· Every person in this classroom is responsible for helping to establish an open, respectful, supportive atmosphere for discussion.  Courtesy is not optional; it is a precondition of participation in this class.

· I do not give make-up exams unless the student is seriously ill and has a doctor’s note or there is a death in the immediate family. If you miss an exam for any other reason (except those specified in college or university policies), you will be penalized one letter grade.  

· Do not email me and say you have a good excuse for missing class (missing an exam, turning in an assignment late).  Assignments are due on the due date, participation in in-class small-group discussion is not optional, and the make-up policy for exams is unwavering. The only exceptions are:  if you are ill and have a doctor’s note, if you have military duty or travel with a sports team (in which case assignments are due before you leave, not after you get back), if you are observing one of a list of University-approved religious holidays, if you are attending the funeral of a member of your immediate family, or if you have jury duty.  If you experience some other truly exceptional emergency situation (e.g. automobile accident), then by all means, talk to me.  Routine or foreseeable conflicts do not constitute an excused absence or justify missing an assignment deadline.  All such situations must be discussed in person during my office hours.
COURSE OUTLINE, WEEKS 1-15

Section 1 – Getting Started, Facts and Figures, Conventional Wisdom

Week 1
Getting Started
Sept. 1

NO CLASS TODAY

Sept. 3

Welcome, Course Introduction



Clip from Atheists: Inside the World of Non-Believers. CNN Special Report. 
Week 2
American Religion and the “Nones” – Pluralism, Diversity, Change 


Required Reading (Complete by Monday’s Class):


Keysar, Ariela.  “Shifts Along the American Religious-Secular Spectrum.”  


Secularism and Nonreligion, 3(1):1-16.

Lee, Lois. 2014. “Secular or Nonreligious? Investigating and Interpreting Generic ‘Not Religious’ 
Categories and Populations.” Religion 44(3): 466-482.


Cotter, Christopher. 2015. “Without God Yet Not Without Nuance: A Qualitative Study of Atheism 
and Non-religion Among Scottish University Students.” Pp. 171-196 in Atheist Identities – Spaces 
and Social Contexts, edited by Lori Beaman and Steven Tomlins.

Sept. 8

American Religion – Facts and Figures

Sept. 10
The Non-religious in America – Facts and Figures

Week 3
Meta-Narrative 1:  American Religion As Ground of Civic Engagement


Required Reading (Complete by Monday’s Class)



Putnam, Robert D., with David E. Campbell.  2010.  American Grace: How 



Religion Divides and Unites Us. Chapter 1, pp. 1-36, “Religious Polarization and 



Pluralism in America” 

Sept. 15
Religion, Community, Morality

Sept. 17
Religious Tolerance and Religious Pluralism 

Week 4
Meta-Narrative 2:  Death of God and Loss of Meaning


Required Reading (Complete by Monday’s Class)


Evans, John H. and Michael S. Evans. 2008.  “Religion and Science: 


Beyond the Epistemological Conflict Narrative.  Annual Review of Sociology, 


34:87-105.
Sept. 22
The Modernist Crisis & The Conflict between “Science” and “Religion”

Sept. 24
The Contemporary Landscape – The Brights and Being Reasonable

Section 2 – Historical Background
Week 5
Deists, Humanists, and Other Freethinkers
Required Reading (Complete by Monday’s Class)
Jacoby, Susan.  2004.  Freethinkers:  A History of American Secularism, Chapters


6, 7, 8, 9, pp. 124-290

Sept. 29
**Need Title**

Oct. 1
“Book Group” on Jacoby (Book Group 1 Assignment Due)

Week 6
Unbelief in the United States – Philosophical Origins


Required Reading (Complete by Monday’s Class):
Watson, Peter. 2014. The Age of Atheists: How We Have Sought to Live Since the Death of God, Chapters: Intro, 1, 2, 4, 9, 21, 22, 25, Conclusion
Oct. 6

Intellectual Roots – The Enlightenment and (again) Modernism

Oct. 8

Looking Ahead – Free Thought, Free Citizens – Or, a Preview of the Stakes
Week 7
Midterm – Review and Test
Oct. 13
Review

Oct. 15

Mid-term exam.  In-class, weeks 1-6
Section 3
Atheist Identities and Movements Today
Week 8
Atheism as Movement 


Required Reading (Complete by Monday’s Class)


Blankholm, Joseph. 2014. “The Political Advantages of a Polysemous Secular.” Journal for the 


Scientific Study of Religion 53(4): 775-790. 



LeDrew, Stephen. 2015. “Atheism Versus Humanism: Ideological Tensions and Identity 



Dynamics.” Pp. 53-68 in Atheist Identities – Spaces and Social Contexts, edited by Lori Beaman 


and Steven Tomlins. 



Chituc, Vlad. 2014. “Loud, Proud, and Atheist: 'Openly Secular' Encourages Nonbelievers to Come 

Out of the Closet.” The Daily Beast


Chituc, Vlad. 2014. “Atheism: The Next Civil Rights Movement?” The Daily Beast


Goodstein, Laurie. 2013. “To Fight Religious Monuments, Atheists Plan their Own Symbols.” The 

New York Times
Oct. 20

Social Movements, Identities, and Mobilization

Oct. 22

**Need Title**


Due: First news article summary
Week 9
The (Imagined) Atheist Community
Required Reading (Complete by Monday’s Class):

Cimino, Richard and Christopher Smith. 2014.  Atheist Awakening: Secular Activism and Community in America. Chapters 1 and 4. 
Smith, Jesse.  2013.  “Creating a Godless Community.  The Collective Identity Work of Contemporary American Atheists.”  Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 52(1):80-99.

Zerba, Pam.  2014.  “Coming Out and Finding Home.”  Pp. 185-192 in Atheists in America, ed. Melanie Brewster.


Brookes, David. 2015. “Building Better Secularists.” The New York Times
Worthen, Molly. 2015. “Wanted: A Theology of Atheism.” The New York Times
Oct. 27

Communities of Discourse and the Social Construction of Boundaries

Oct. 29

**Need Title**
Week 10
Becoming a “None” – Pathways


Required Reading (Complete by Monday’s Class):

Zuckerman, Phil.  2011.  Faith No More:  Why People Reject Religion. Chapters: Intro, 1, 3, 5, 7, 10, Conclusion
Smith, Jesse. 2011. “Becoming an Atheist in America: Constructing Identity and Meaning from the Rejection of Theism.” Sociology of Religion. 72(2): 215-237
Le Drew, Stephen.  2013.  “Discovering Atheism:  Heterogeneity in Trajectories to Atheist Identity and Activism.  Sociology of Religion 74(4):431-53.

Nov. 3

Individual Trajectories, Reconsidered 

Nov. 5

“Book Group” on Zuckerman (Book Group 2 assignment due)
Week 11
Atheism at the Intersection of Other Identities I: Race and Sexuality

Required Reading (Complete by Monday’s Class):

Gorham, Candace. 2013. The Ebony Exodus Project: Why Some Black Women are Walking Out on 
Religion – and Others Should Too. Chapters: Intro, 1, 2, 8, 11, 15


Anspach, Whitney, Kevin Coe and Crispin Thurlow. 2007. “The Other Closet? Atheists, 



Homosexuals, and the Lateral Appropriation of Discursive Capital.” Critical Discourse Studies 


4(1): 95-119. 


Mills, Stephen. “A Tale of Two Closets.” Pp. 95-100 in Atheists in America, ed. Melanie Brewster.


Brennan, Emily. 2011. “African-American Atheists.” The New York Times
Nov. 10
Intersectionality and  Social Location

Nov. 12
**Need Title**

Week 12
Atheist at the Intersection of Other Identities II: Gender and Family

Required Reading (Complete by Monday’s Class):


Baker, Joseph and Buster Smith. 2015. American Secularism: Cultural Contours of Nonreligious 

Belief Systems. Chapters 7 and 8.


Watkins, Amy. 2014. “Having a Baby Made Me an Atheist.” Pp. 157-161 in Atheists in America, 

ed, Melanie Brewster.  

Phil Zuckerman's  2015 piece in the LA Times: “How Secular Family Values Stack Up.” 

Bekiempis, Victoria. 2011. “Why the New Atheism is a Boys Club.” The Guardian
Nov. 17
**Need Title**

Nov. 19
NO CLASS TODAY
Section 4 – The Stakes – Atheists and Other Religious Outsiders in the U.S.
Week 13
Attitudes Towards Atheists, 1 – Anti-Atheist Sentiment
Required Reading (Complete by Monday’s Class):



Edgell, Penny, Joseph Gerteis, and Douglas Hartmann. 2006. “Atheists as ‘Other’: Moral 



Boundaries and Cultural Membership in American Society.” American Sociological Review 


72(2):211-234.


Cragun, Ryan, Patrick Henry, Casey Homan and Joseph Hammer. 2012. “Whom Do People Dislike 

More: Atheists or Cultists?” Interdisciplinary Journal of Research on Religion. Volume 8, Article 

9. 


Hafiz, Yasmine. 2014. “Atheists Face Discrimination on a Shocking Level.” Huffington Post 
Nov. 24
Atheists Still the Other?

Nov. 26
**Need Title**


Due: Second news article summary
Week 14
Atheists and Others – At Work and Before the Law
Wallace, Michael, Bradley R. E. Wright, and Allen Hyde. 2014. “Religious Affiliation and Hiring Discrimination in the American South A Field Experiment.” Social Currents1(2):189–207.


Cragun, Ryan, Barry Kosmin, Ariela Keysar, Joseph Hammer, and Michael Nielsen. 2012. “On the 

Receiving End: Discrimination toward the Non-Religious in the United States.” Journal of 


Contemporary Religion 27(1); 105-127.


Associated Press. 2015. “Madison Law Bans Religious Discrimination...Against Atheists.” The 


Guardian 
Dec. 1

**Need Title**

Dec. 3

Discussion Activity – Stigma and What’s at Stake

Section 5 – Wrapup
Week 15
Dec. 8

Wrap-up and Review, Evaluations

Dec. 10
Final Exam.  In-class, weeks 8-14.
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  COLLEGE OF LIBERAL ARTS POLICY
GRADES:  University academic achievement is graded under two systems: A-F (with pluses and minuses) and S-N.  Choice of grading system and course level (1xxx/3xxx/4xxx) is indicated on the registration website; changes in grade scale may not be made after the second week of the semester.  Some courses may be taken under only one system; limitations are identified in the course listings.  The Department of Sociology requires A-F registration in courses required for the major/minor.  University regulations prescribe the grades that will be reported on your transcript.
A
Represents achievement that is outstanding relative to the level necessary to meet course requirements (4.00 grade points)

A- 3.67 grade points

B+
3.33 grade points

B
Achievement significantly above the level necessary to meet course requirements (3.00 grade points)

B- 2.67 grade points

C+
2.33 grade points

C
Achievement that meets the basic course requirements in every respect (2.00 grade points)

C- 1.67 grade points

D+
1.33 grade points
D
Achievement worthy of credit even though it fails to meet fully the course requirements (1.00 grade point)
F
Performance that fails to meet the basic course requirements (0 grade points)
S
Represents achievement that is satisfactory, which is equivalent to a C- or better.
N
No credit.  Its use is now restricted to students not earning an S on the S-N grade base

I
Incomplete, a temporary symbol assigned when the instructor has a "reasonable expectation" that you 1) can successfully complete unfinished work on your own no later than one year from the last day of classes and 2) believes that legitimate reasons exist to justify extending the deadline for course completion.  The instructor may set date conditions for make-up work. If a course is not completed as prescribed or not made up as agreed within the year, the I will lapse to an F if registered on the A-F grade base or an N if registered on the S-N grade base.

W
Official withdrawal from a course after the end of the second week of the semester.  You must file a course cancellation request before the end of the sixth week of the semester to ensure that the W, rather than the F, will be formerly entered on your record.

FINAL EXAMINATIONS (see schedule on the Calendar web site at http://onestop.umn.edu/onestop/Calendars/FinalExams.html): You are required to take final examinations at the scheduled times.  Under certain circumstances, however, you may request final examination schedule adjustment in your college office.  Instructors are obligated to schedule make-up examinations within the final examination period for students who have three final examinations within a 16-hour period.  Instructors also are encouraged to reschedule examinations for students with religious objections to taking an examination on a given day.  You must submit your request for an adjustment in your schedule at least two weeks before the examination period begins.  For assistance in resolving conflicts, call the CLA Student Information Office at 625-2020.  If you miss a final, an F or N is recorded. You must obtain the instructor's permission to make up the examination.  Final examinations may be rescheduled by the instructor only through the official procedure for that purpose (as noted on the above web page).  Final examinations may not be scheduled for the last day of class or earlier or for Study Day.  If an examination is rescheduled at the instructor's request, and you have an examination conflict because of it, you are entitled to be given the final examination at an alternative time within the regularly scheduled examination period for that semester.
CLASS ATTENDANCE:  As a CLA student, you are responsible for attending class and for ascertaining the particular attendance requirements for each class or department.  You should also learn each instructor's policies concerning make-up of work for absences.  Instructors and students may consult the CLA Classroom, Grading, and Examination Procedures Handbook for more information on these policies (http://advisingtools.class.umn.edu/cgep/).
COURSE PERFORMANCE AND GRADING:  Instructors establish ground rules for their courses in conformity with their department policies and are expected to explain them at the first course meeting.  This includes announcement of office hours and location, the kind of help to be expected from the instructor and teaching assistants, and tutorial services, if available.  The instructor also describes the general nature of the course, the work expected, dates for examinations and paper submissions, and expectations for classroom participation and attendance.  Instructors determine the standards for grading in their classes and will describe expectations, methods of evaluation, and factors that enter into grade determination.  The special conditions under which an incomplete (I) might be awarded also should be established.  The college does not permit you to submit extra work to raise your grade unless all students in the class are afforded the same opportunity.
CLASSROOM BEHAVIOR:  You are entitled to a good learning environment in the classroom.  Students whose behavior is disruptive either to the instructor or to other students will be asked to leave (the policies regarding student conduct are outlined in the CLA Classroom, Grading, and Examination Procedures on-line at http://advisingtools.class.umn.edu/cgep/).
ELECTRONIC DEVICES: University instructors may restrict or prohibit the use of personal electronic devices in his or her classroom, lab, or any other instructional setting.  For the complete policy, visit: http://www.policy.umn.edu/Policies/Education/Education/STUDENTRESP.html
SCHOLASTIC CONDUCT:  The University Student Conduct Code defines scholastic dishonesty as follows: 
Scholastic Dishonesty means plagiarizing; cheating on assignments or examinations; engaging in unauthorized collaboration on academic work; taking, acquiring, or using test materials without faculty permission; submitting false or incomplete records of academic achievement; acting alone or in cooperation with another to falsify records or to obtain dishonestly grades, honors, awards, or professional endorsement; altering, forging, or misusing a University academic record; or fabricating or falsifying data, research procedures, or data analysis. Students cannot evade (intentionally or unintentionally) a grade sanction by withdrawing from a course before or after the misconduct charge is reported. This also applies to late withdrawals, including discretionary late cancellation (also known as the "one-time-only drop"). For the complete policy, visit: http://regents.umn.edu/sites/default/files/policies/Student_Conduct_Code.pdf
STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH AND STRESS MANAGEMENT: As a student you may experience a range of issues that can cause barriers to learning, such as strained relationships, increased anxiety, alcohol/drug problems, feeling down, difficulty concentrating and/or lack of motivation. These mental health concerns or stressful events may lead to diminished academic performance or reduce a student's ability to participate in daily activities. University of Minnesota services are available to assist you with addressing these and other concerns you may be experiencing. You can learn more about the broad range of confidential mental health services available on campus via http://www.mentalhealth.umn.edu/.
A REMINDER OF RELEVANT POLICIES AND PROCEDURES

* SOCIOLOGY DEPARTMENT POLICIES *
GRADE INFORMATION:  Grades are due in the Office the Registrar within 3 business days after the final examination. No information regarding grades will be released by the department office staff to anyone except designated personnel in Records and college offices.  Students may access their own grades through their computer account.  They may do this by following the directions on the One Stop web site at http://onestop.umn.edu/.

INCOMPLETES:  It is the instructor's responsibility to specify conditions under which an Incomplete (I) grade is assigned.  Students should refer to the course syllabus and talk with the instructor as early as possible if they anticipate not completing the course work.  Coursework submitted after the final examination will generally be evaluated down unless prior arrangements are made in writing by the instructor.  University policy states that if completion of the work requires the student to attend class in substantial part a second time, assigning an “I” grade is NOT appropriate.  Incompletes are appropriate only if the student can make up the coursework independently with the same professor.

MAKE-UP EXAMINATIONS:  Arrangements for special examinations must be made directly with the instructor who taught the course and who is responsible for approving and supervising the examination or making individual arrangements.  Circumstances for missing an exam include, but are not necessarily limited to: verified illness, participation in athletic events or other group activities sponsored by the University, serious family emergencies, subpoenas, jury duty, military service, and religious observances. It is the responsibility of the student to notify faculty members of such circumstances as far in advance as possible.

GRADE CHANGES:  Grades properly arrived at are not subject to renegotiation unless all students in the class have similar opportunities.  Students have the right to check for possible clerical errors in the assignment of grades by checking with the instructor and/or teaching assistant.

Students with justifiable complaints about grades or classroom procedures have recourse through well-established grievance procedures.  You are expected to confer first with the course instructor.  If no satisfactory solution is reached, the complaint should be presented in writing to the department Director of Undergraduate Studies or the Coordinator of Undergraduate Advising (909 Soc Sci).  If these informal processes fail to reach a satisfactory resolution, other formal procedures for hearing and appeal can be invoked.  See the departmental advisor in 923 Social Sciences to explore options.  

DISABILITY SERVICES: Students with disabilities that affect their ability to participate fully in class or to meet all course requirements are encouraged to bring this to the attention of the instructor so that appropriate accommodations can be arranged. For more info contact Disabilities Services in 230 McNamara.

SEXUAL HARASSMENT: University policy prohibits sexual harassment as defined in the December 1998 policy statement, available at the Office of Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action. Questions or concerns about sexual harassment should be directed to this office in 419 Morrill Hall.

SOCIOLOGY PROGRAMS INFORMATION:  The Sociology Department offers two options for the Bachelor of Arts degree and a Bachelor of Science degree.  We also have an Honors Program.  Students interested in majoring in Sociology should view the online-information session about the major.  Further information can be obtained from the following persons and offices or online at http://www.soc.umn.edu/undergrad/


General information, Sociology Department, 909 Social Sciences - 624-4300

Coordinator of Undergraduate Advising, Bobby Bryant, 923 Social Sciences – 624-4300 

Director of Undergraduate Studies, Professor Teresa Swartz, 1172 Social Sciences - 624-2310

Sociology Honors Advisor, Professor Kathleen Hull, 1131 Social Sciences - 624-4339

Director of Graduate Studies, Professor Ann Meier, 1074 Social Sciences – 624-9828 and/or 

Graduate Program Associate, Becky Drasin, 927 Social Sciences - 624-2093


Undergraduate jobs, internships, volunteer and research opportunities, scholarships, and much more can be found in the Undergraduate Resources site - http://z.umn.edu/socugrad

