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mentally representable supernatural agents – one or more
specific deities should be believed in and committed to as
real and important; and (iv) maintain this commitment
without further analytic cognitive processing. This frame-
work suggests that alterations to any of these four basic
conditions could encourage disbelief. Next, we identify and
describe four distinct pathways to disbelief that are char-
acterized by different psychological qualities, which reflect
different ways to alter those conditions (Table 2).

Lack of intuitive support for personal gods: mind-blind
atheism
Supernatural agents are overwhelmingly described as
personified beings with beliefs, desires, and intentions,
who use their powers to enter into social relationships
with humans, relieve existential anxieties, and monitor
their social behavior. Therefore, conceptualizing a person-
al God or gods requires mentalizing abilities, and individ-
uals with poor mentalizing abilities may exhibit ‘mind-
blind atheism’, which results from difficulties to conceptu-
alize mindful supernatural agents intuitively.

Converging evidence from cognitive neuroscience, de-
velopmental psychology, and social psychology highlights
the centrality of mentalizing to the mental representation
of gods [23,24]. Neuroimaging studies find that thinking
about or praying to God activates brain networks known to
be implicated in mentalizing [25,26]. Moreover, children’s
reasoning about God’s mental states tracks the cognitive
development of mentalizing tendencies [27,28]. Finally,
mentalizing tendencies are associated with a greater ten-
dency to personify God [29], and the same mentalizing
biases that are typically found when reasoning about other
peoples’ minds are also found when inferences are made
about God’s mind [16,30,31].

If mentalizing supports the mental representation of
gods, then weaker mentalizing tendencies, associated with
the autistic spectrum and also commonly found in men
more than in women, may undermine the intuitiveness of
supernatural agents and reduce religious belief. Recent
studies provide support for this hypothesis. First, the

autism spectrum is associated with lower levels of belief
in a personal God [24]. Second, men tend to be less religious
than women, and men are overrepresented among atheists
[32]. Crucially, mentalizing tendencies statistically medi-
ate both of these effects, controlling for a number of poten-
tially confounding factors [24]. Taken together, these
findings support the hypothesis that one path towards
greater disbelief arises from comparatively weak menta-
lizing abilities, which render the representation of person-
ified divine beings unintuitive.

Unmotivated to find gods: apatheism
Most people can mentally represent gods with ease. Be-
yond mental representation, however, several other factors
might motivate people to care about supernatural agents,
whether benevolent or malevolent, as sources of order,
emotional comfort, and meaning. The term ‘apatheism’
(see J. Rauch, May 2003, The Atlantic Monthly http://
bit.ly/10GZYMU) is a useful way to characterize a stance
of indifference towards religion that, we argue, arises from
conditions of existential security. It has long been hypoth-
esized that widespread human suffering and threats to
human welfare encourage motivational states that make
many religious beliefs and practices deeply comforting and
meaningful [33,34]. In the laboratory, several interrelated
existential threats have been found to increase religious
motivations. Awareness of death [35–38], suffering [34],
perceptions of randomness and uncertainty [39,40], per-
ceived loss of personal control [41], and social isolation [42]
intensify belief in a personal God who offers immortality,
meaning, external control, social bonding, and stability.
These effects have important real-world implications. One
longitudinal study found that religious commitment in-
creased among New Zealanders immediately after a severe
earthquake, but only among citizens who were directly
affected by it [43]. Religious engagement is far stronger in
societies marked by poverty, high infant mortality, short
life-spans, economic inequality, and nonexistent or unreli-
able government services and social safety nets [2,34].
Conversely, as social conditions become more existentially

Box 1. Atheism: definitions, measurement issues, and worldwide numbers

Definitions. The term ‘atheism’ in its most straightforward (dictionary)
sense refers simply to the lack of belief in God or gods. However, the
term is controversial and hotly debated. Some, for example, associate
atheism with anti-theism, or fervent and absolute rejection of religion
[8]. However, this definition describes only a vociferous subset of self-
described atheists. Atheism is related to, but distinct from, secularity
[5], which refers to beliefs, practices, and institutions that are unrelated
to religion, but often coexist with it. There is also agnosticism, which is
a stance regarding the unknowability of the existence of gods, not a
statement about belief in their (non)existence. There may be other
stances as well [69]. The degree to which these labels reflect real
psychological differences is an interesting open question [37,38,70].
Psychological researchers often sidestep these semantic issues by
measuring participants’ degrees of particular religious beliefs, commit-
ments, attitudes, and practices, rather than asking people to self-report
based on semantically ‘sticky’ dictionary labels.

Measurement issues. Psychologists and sociologists typically rely on
self-reports to assess atheism and various forms of disbelief, as well
as religious attendance. Disbelief can be measured as a form of self-
ascribed label (atheist, agnostic, nonbeliever, religious), as well as
based on Likert scales that measure degree of religious belief or

commitment. Implicit and indirect measures of disbelief are in their
infancy [38,71] and could break new ground by offering new ways to
examine a very old question.

Worldwide prevalence. International surveys assessing the preva-
lence of atheists face many methodological challenges. In deeply
religious societies, such as Iran, Brazil, and the United States, there is
deep distrust of atheists [11,12], which means that the reported
numbers likely underestimate the prevalence of disbelievers. Con-
versely, in societies with government-enforced atheism, such as
China and Cuba, there is the opposite problem: numbers likely over-
estimate the prevalence of atheism because cultural norms or fear of
persecution push people to mask their religiosity. Moreover, some
people do not believe in God, but nevertheless attend religious
services, such as many American secular Jews and Scandinavians
who consider themselves ‘cultural Christians’ [44]. Finally, these
surveys measure explicit beliefs and identities, not implicit beliefs and
underlying intuitions and motivations, which are better investigated
with laboratory methods [72]. Nevertheless, a recent worldwide
survey estimated that, if atheists around the world were grouped
together, their global prevalence would be very large, exceeded only
by Christians, Muslims, and Hindus [1].
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Believers describe God as a strategic social agent who perceives human thoughts and actions. Thinking about God
therefore might make believers feel as if their behavior is being monitored, a possibility we call the supernatural
monitoring hypothesis. Three studies offered new and converging empirical support for this hypothesis using two
variables that are sensitive to perceived social surveillance: public self-awareness and socially desirable responding.
For believers, the effect of an explicit God prime on public self-awareness was comparable to the effect of thinking
about how other people view oneself (Experiment 1). An implicit God concepts prime increased public self-
awareness (Experiment 2) and socially desirable responding (Experiment 3) among believers. These studies offer
the first direct evidence that thinking of God triggers perceived social surveillance.

© 2011 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

“His eyes are on the ways of men; He sees their every step.”
Job 34:21, NIV

Belief in supernatural agents is a hallmark of our species. In reli-
gious groups around the world, gods are seen as intentional moral
agents with human-like beliefs and desires; many gods are believed
to monitor, judge, reward, and punish human behaviors and inten-
tions (e.g., Atran & Norenzayan, 2004; Bering, 2006; Boyer, 2001;
Norenzayan & Shariff, 2008). Yet, despite the obvious importance of
such beliefs in human cultures around the world, relatively little is
known about the psychological and cognitive consequences of belief
in supernatural monitoring. When believers think about watchful de-
ities, do they in fact feel as if they are being monitored? In the present
paper, we examine evidence for the as-yet untested supernatural
monitoring hypothesis: that thinking of God triggers the same psycho-
logical responses as perceived social surveillance.

The supernatural monitoring hypothesis has important implica-
tions for a growing literature investigating the relationship between
religion and cooperation (e.g., Bering, 2011; Norenzayan & Shariff,
2008; Preston, Ritter, & Hernandez, 2010). Specifically, the supernat-
ural monitoring hypothesis speaks to the more basic question of why
religion might cause large scale anonymous prosociality in humans.
People are less prone to selfishly cheat the system when they feel
watched (e.g., Bateson, Nettle, & Roberts, 2006; Haley & Fessler,

2005), and if reminders of moralizing gods make people feel watched,
then beliefs in moralizing gods, who can monitor social interactions
even when no humans are watching, may have been instrumental
for promoting large scale human cooperation among strangers. Con-
sistent with this, Roes and Raymond (2003) found that across a sam-
ple of 186 human societies, belief in watchful, moralizing gods was
positively correlated with measures of group cohesion and size. In ad-
dition, experimental research reveals that even subtle reminders of
God and religion also promote prosocial behavior (e.g., Pichon, Boccato,
& Saroglou, 2007; Randolph-Seng & Nielsen, 2007; Shariff & Norenzayan,
2007; see also McKay, Efferson, Whitehouse, & Fehr, 2011). The super-
natural monitoring hypothesis offers a unified explanation for these
findings and implies that God concepts may promote prosociality in
part by reminding people of watchful supernatural agents who are
capable of moral judgment (see, e.g., Bering, 2006; Boyer, 2001;
Johnson & Bering, 2006; McKay et al., 2011; Norenzayan & Shariff,
2008).

Although it has not yet receivedmuch direct empirical attention, the
supernatural monitoring hypothesis is plausible given converging evi-
dence that supernatural agent beliefs are rooted in ordinary human so-
cial cognition. Human abilities to perceive other minds in the world
(e.g., Waytz, Gray, Epley, & Wegner, 2010) cognitively underpin super-
natural agent beliefs (e.g., Barrett, 2000; Bering, 2011; Boyer, 2001,
2003; Gray &Wegner, 2010), and reasoning about supernatural agents
“piggy-backs” on established neural mechanisms that regulate reason-
ing about human minds. Schjoedt, Stodkilde-Jorgensen, Geerts, and
Roepstorff (2009) found that, for Christians, praying to God produced
activation in the brain regions classically identified with mind percep-
tion (e.g., Castelli, Happe, Frith, & Frith, 2000). Given these results, the
authors (p. 205) concluded that “praying to God is an intersubjective
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Recent polls indicate that atheists are among the least liked people in areas with religious majorities (i.e.,
in most of the world). The sociofunctional approach to prejudice, combined with a cultural evolu-
tionary theory of religion’s effects on cooperation, suggest that anti-atheist prejudice is particularly
motivated by distrust. Consistent with this theoretical framework, a broad sample of American adults
revealed that distrust characterized anti-atheist prejudice but not anti-gay prejudice (Study 1). In
subsequent studies, distrust of atheists generalized even to participants from more liberal, secular
populations. A description of a criminally untrustworthy individual was seen as comparably represen-
tative of atheists and rapists but not representative of Christians, Muslims, Jewish people, feminists, or
homosexuals (Studies 2–4). In addition, results were consistent with the hypothesis that the relationship
between belief in God and atheist distrust was fully mediated by the belief that people behave better if
they feel that God is watching them (Study 4). In implicit measures, participants strongly associated
atheists with distrust, and belief in God was more strongly associated with implicit distrust of atheists
than with implicit dislike of atheists (Study 5). Finally, atheists were systematically socially excluded
only in high-trust domains; belief in God, but not authoritarianism, predicted this discriminatory
decision-making against atheists in high trust domains (Study 6). These 6 studies are the first to
systematically explore the social psychological underpinnings of anti-atheist prejudice, and converge to
indicate the centrality of distrust in this phenomenon.
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The fool says in his heart, “There is no God.” They are corrupt, their
deeds are vile; there is no one who does good.—Psalm 14:1 (New
International Version)1

Religion has long been seen as a precondition for moral living,
leading to the marginalization and persecution of individuals den-
igrated as atheists (Jacoby, 2004). In his Letter Concerning Tol-
eration, Locke explained, “Those are not at all to be tolerated who
deny the Being of a God. Promises, Covenants, and Oaths, which
are the Bonds of Humane Society, can have no hold upon an
Atheist.” (Locke, 1983/1689, p. 51). These sentiments have pre-
vailed throughout history and still resonate today throughout most
of the world. In a contemporary poll, only 45% of American
respondents said that they would vote for a qualified atheist
presidential candidate: the lowest percentage of several hypothet-
ical minority candidates and the only who could not garner a
majority vote (Jones, 2007). In contrast, overwhelming majorities
expressed willingness to vote for African American, Jewish, and
female candidates. Similarly, Americans rated atheists as the group

that least agrees with their vision of America and the group that
they would most disapprove of their children marrying (Edgell,
Gerteis, & Hartmann, 2006). This antipathy is striking, because
atheists are not a coherent, visible, or powerful social group
(Dawkins, 2006).

Nonetheless, atheists are quite numerous. According to the most
comprehensive estimate to date, there are more than half a billion
atheists in the world (defined as people who do not believe in God;
Zuckerman, 2007), meaning that anti-atheist prejudice has the
potential to affect a substantial number of people. Although prej-
udice has been a central topic of social psychology for decades,
most of this research has been along racial, ethnic, and gender
lines. Despite its prevalence and peculiarity, little is known about
the social psychology of anti-atheist prejudice. The present article
offers the first known systematic exploration of the social psycho-
logical processes underlying anti-atheist prejudice and contributes
to the scientific understanding of both the psychology of preju-
dices and the cultural evolutionary landscape of religion.

In this article, we investigate anti-atheist prejudice in light of
two recent theoretical perspectives. First, we adopt the sociofunc-
tional approach to prejudice (e.g., Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005;
Schaller & Neuberg, 2008; see also Kurzban & Leary, 2001),
which recognizes that different prejudices arise from the function-

1 Footnote from the New International Version of the Bible: “The
Hebrew words rendered fool in Psalms denote one who is morally defi-
cient.”
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