The Religious Worldview and American

Beliefs About Human Origins
By George Bishop

Americans are reputedly among the most religious people in the developed world.
Whether measured by belief in God and life after death, church attendance, or a host
of other indicators, we appear to be a remarkably religious society:' 96% of us, for
example, say we believe in “God, or a universal spirit,” according to the Gallup
Organization’s most recent reading; about 75% believe in life after death; two-thirds
say they belong to a church or synagogue though only about 38% attend weekly; and
nearly nine out of ten (88%}) report that religion is either “very” or * fairly” important
in their lives.> Moreover, contrary to the “secularization thesis,” which predicts the
inevitable decline of religion in modern nations, the beliefs and practices of Americans
have remained relatively stable over the last half century or so.* Yet with the possible
exception of Ireland and Northern Ireland, the Gallup index of religiosity in the United
States is noticeably higher than in any major European nation—with only one out of
five in Denmark and Sweden, for example, professing belief in a personal God. Such
is the staying power of religion in the United States, even when compared with our
cultural neighbors to the north.?
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Like other indicators of religiosity in our society, the distribution

of Americans’ beliefs about human origins—creationist, theist, and
Darwinist—has remained remarkably stable despite rising levels of

ducation.
education 99

Religious Beliefs of American Scientists Are Stable But Contradictory

Perhaps even more remarkable is that belief in God over the past 80 years among
American natural and physical scientists has been stable. Replicating a classic study
by psychologist James Leuba in 1916, Edward Larson and Larry Witham found that
the belief in a personal God has remained essentially unchanged, with about four out
of ten (39%) randomly selected scientists in 1996 professing such a belief compared
to about the same percentage (42% ) in 1916.° The levels of disbelief and agnosticism
were also essentially the same in both periods (40-45% and 15%, respectively).

The belief in human immortality, however, has noticeably declined among
scientists. In 1916 about half of the scientists surveyed (51%) said they held such a
belief, whereas in 1996 the figure was 38%. In 1916 only one out of five scientists
expressed outright disbelief in immortality, but in 1996 the percentage of non-
believers had more than doubled to 47% (with agnostics’ opinions on immortality
declining from 30% to 15% over time). Larson and Witham offer no explanation for
these seemingly contradictory results. Nor are there any comparable trend data for the
general public on these topics, as the questions they replicated from Leuba’s 1916
survey have never been asked in American public opinion polls and are not likely to
be asked because their wording is archaic and complex.

Larson and Witham did, however, pose a question to their sample of scientists
about a core belief in the religious worldview, namely belief about “creationism”
versus the “evolution” of human life on Earth. This question has become central to the
fundamentalist movement in modern American society, and there are comparable data
for the general public. While a majority (55%) of scientists endorsed the Darwinian

position that “Humans developed over
millions of years from less advanced
forms of life. God had no part in this
process,” a surprisingly high percent-
age (40%) subscribed to the “theistic
evolutionist™ idea that “Humans de-
veloped over millions of years from
less advanced forms of life, but God
guided this process, including
humankind’s creation.” Only 5%
adopted the biblical, creationist posi-
tion that “God created humans pretty
much in their present form at one time
within the last 10,000 years”—a strik-
ing contrast to beliefs of the American
public that have emerged in Gallup
polls over the past couple of decades.®

Emergence of the Evolution Issue

Not until the late 1970s do we find
any national or state data in the major
survey archives on American beliefs
about human evolution. The emer-
gence of the issue appears to coincide
with the rise of the “Moral Majority™
and the creationist movement in the
United States, and especially with the
efforts of “scientific creationists™ to
have the biblical version of man’s cre-
ation included, or given equal time, in
the science curriculum of public
schools. To my knowledge, the first
question on this topic in a national or
state poll was asked in a Gallup survey
in November 1978, sponsored by the
evangelical periodical Christianity
Today.”

This initial probe indicated that
half of adult Americans believed in the
literal, creationist account that “God
created Adam and Eve, which was the
start of human life”; one out of five
believed He began the evolutionary
life cycle and then intervened to create
man in His own image; and about one
out of ten (11%) thought He started the
evolutionary cycle but did not inter-
vene to create human beings. Only
about one in five professed ignorance
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about the origin of humanity, either
because they thought it was “un-
known” (12%) or they just didn’t
know (8%). Not surprisingly, these
findings seem to reflect, in part, the
presumably unintended influence of
the research sponsor—Christianity
Today—as the wording of the ques-
tion was somewhat biased in the di-
rection of supernatural creation or
intervention.

Gallup and other pollsters didn’t
begin asking questions about the is-
sue of human origins with any fre-
quency until 1981-82 during the
height of the creation/evolution con-
troversy in the US and during the
Arkansas “equal time” trial. After
experimenting with different ques-
tion wordings on beliefs about hu-
man origins, Gallup settled (in July
1982) on a version which asks re-
spondents to identify themselves as
having one of three different views:
“Which of the statements on this card
comes closest to describing your
views about the origin and develop-
ment of man?

A. God created man pretty much in
his present form at one time within
the last 10,000 years.

B. Man has developed over millions
of years from less advanced forms of
life. God had no part in this process.
C. Man has developed over millions
of years from less advanced forms of
life, but God guided this process,
including man's creation.”

The first statement identifies the
respondent with what is widely con-
sidered the “creationist” view, the
second with what we will call the
“Darwinist” position, and the third
with what has come to be known as
the “theistic evolutionist™ perspective.

Much as with other indicators of
the religious worldview in the US,
there is little or no evidence of any
change since the question was first
asked 15 years ago (see Figure 1).
Presently, the percentage of Ameri-
cans who identify themselves with
the biblical, creationist worldview is

about 44%; nearly 4 out of 10 (39%) subscribe to the theistic evolutionist view; and only
one in ten endorses the Darwinist position of natural science despite the rising percentage
of college graduates, a trend which might be expected to have reduced significantly the
proportion of adults believing in biblical creationism. From 1982 to 1997 the percentage
of those with less than a high school education in the Gallup samples dropped from 26%
to 14%, while the percentage of those with at least some exposure to college, including
college graduates, rose from 35% to 51%, a net shift of about 29%. And yet, as Andrew
Greeley might have putit, rumors of a decline in the American religious worldview about
human origins are greatly exaggerated.

Figure 1
Americans’ Religious Beliefs Remain Strong

Question: Which of the statements on this card comes closest to describing your views
about the origin and development of man? (A) God created man pretty much in his
present form at one time within the last 10,000 years. (B) Man has developed over
millions of years from less advanced forms of life. God had no part in this process. (C)
Man has developed over millions of years from less advanced forms of life, but God
guided this process, including man’s creation.

Theistic
Creationist  Darwinist Evolutionist Don’t Know
45% 44%
39% W 1082
B 1997

Source: Surveys by the Gallup Organization, latest that of November 6-9, 1997.

Social and Ideological Profiles

Table 1 (pp. 42-43) tells us even more about the relationship of education and other
social, political, and demographic predictors in the 1990s to Gallup’s typology of beliefs
about human origins. As expected, those most likely to believe in the creationist
worldview were older Americans, less educated, Southerners, political conservatives,
biblical literalists, those for whom religion is “very important,” those with a pro-life
stance on the abortion issue, and Protestants, particularly those in fundamentalist
denominations suchas Baptist. African-Americans and women were also significantly
more likely to believe in the creationist account than were whites and men. In contrast,
younger and better-educated Americans, main-line Protestants (e.g., Presbyterians),
Catholics, those who were pro-choice on the abortion issue, and those who believed the
Bible is the “inspired word of God” were more inclined to take the modernistic, “middle”
position of theistic evolution. Support for the Darwinist worldview showed up primarily
among college graduates, men, Easterners and Westerners, those who believe the Bible
is a book of fables, legends, or history, and people who never attend church, as well as
those with no religion, political liberals, pro-choice people, and political independents.

These social and ideological profiles characterize fairly well the supporters of what
sociologists call the two worldviews involved in the creationist-evolutionist contro-
versy: cultural fundamentalism, of which creationists (and perhaps most of the New
Christian Right) are a subgroup, and cultural modernism, of which theistic evolutionists
and Darwinists are subgroups.®

What, however, explains the persistence of these religious beliefs about human
origins—creationist and theistic—and the apparent durability of the religious worldview

40 THE PUBLIC PERSPECTIVE, AUGUSTISEPTEMBER 1998



more generally in American society? Is
it simply, as some psychologists might
argue, that religion satisfies a universal
human need for hope, comfort, and a
sense of purpose in facing the inevitabil-
ity of our mortality? Or are such beliefs
notnearly as widespread, persistent, and
universal as they often seem to be from
the inside of American culture?

A Cross-National Perspective

Data from the religion module in
the International Social Survey Program
(ISSP) reveal huge cross-national dif-
ferences in religious beliefs—and show
just how religious Americans are com-
pared to citizens of other developed coun-
tries.” For example, we are among the
most likely to believe that “The Bible is
the actual word of God and it is to be
taken literally, word for word.” We are
three times as likely as the Norwegians

...On the Origins of the Species

and nearly five times as likely as the
British to express this view (see Figure 2).

We are also the least likely of any
people surveyed in 17 developed na-
tions to believe that “The Bible is an
ancient book of fables, legends, history,
and moral precepts recorded by man”
(15%), a belief that is much more com-
mon in other nations such as Hungary
(50%), Great Britain (47%), Israel (41%),
Russia (58%), New Zealand (45%), and
Norway (47%). Our beliefs about God,
life after death, heaven, hell, the devil,
and religious miracles—all part of the
religious worldview—Ilook equally un-
usual by comparison.'® So much for the
universality of religion...

International Comparisons of Belief
Biblical literalism, like other reli-

gious beliefs, also turns out to be a fairly
good predictor, cross-nationally, of be-

Figure 2

liefs concerning humanevolution. What
the public believes about human origins
was measured by one item in a 12-item
test of knowledge about science and the
environment in the 1993 ISSP. Using a
four-point scale (definitely true, prob-
ably true, probably not true, and defi-
nitely not true), respondents were asked:
“In your opinion, how true is this...
human beings developed from earlier
species of animals?”

In their responses to this question,
American adults were ranked as the least
likely of any of the 21 nationalities sur-
veyed to believe in evolution. As ex-
pected, when we correlate the rankings
of the nations by affirmative responses
to this item with the corresponding
rankings for biblical literalism, we find
a sizable inverse relationship in that the
greater the biblical literalism of a nation,
the lesser its belief in human evolution
and vice versa.

US Ranks High on Biblical Literalism Measure

Question: Which of these statements comes closest to describing your feelings about the Bible: (A) The Bible is the actual word
of God and it is to be taken literally, word for word; (B) The Bible is the inspired word of God but not everything should be taken
literally, word for word; (C) The Bible is an ancient book of fables, legends, history, and moral precepts recorded by man...?

Those responding “Actual Word of God”

Philippines
Poland

United States
Northern Ireland
Italy

Israel

Ireland
Slovenia
Hungary
Austria

West Germany
Norway
Russia

New Zealand
Netherlands
East Germany
Great Britain

Source: Survey by the International Social Survey Program, 1991,
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Table 1: Creationists Are Older, More Religious, and Conservative

Creationist Theist Darwinist
By Gender
Male 40% 45% 15%
Female 54 38 8
By Age
18-29 43 44 13
30-44 43 46 11
45-59 50 38 11
60 and older 54 35 11
By Race
African-American 59 37 4
White 46 42 12
By Region
East 40 45 16
Midwest 47 43 9
South 54 40 7
West 45 40 16
By Education
Less than high school 64 29 7
High school graduate 57 35 9
Some college 44 44 12
College graduate 31 53 17
By Religious Preference
Protestant
Southern Baptist 63 34 4
Other Baptist 67 31 2
Lutheran 47 45 8
Methodist 41 51 9
Presbyterian 39 48 13
Other Protestant 62 30 9
Catholic 42 50 8
Other religion 48 37 15
No religion 16 39 45
By Importance of Religion
Very important 63 35 3
Fairly important 34 57 10
Not very important 13 40 47
By Beliefs About the Bible?
Actual word of God 77 21 3
Inspired word of God 39 54 7
Fables, legends, history 16 43 41
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By Church AttendanceP
More than once a week
Once a week

2 or 3 times a month
Once a month

Less than once a month
Never

By Party Identification
Republican

Democrat

Independent

By Political Ideology®
Conservative

Moderate

Liberal

By Abortion Issued
Pro-Choice
Pro-Life

a4 Asked in 1991 and 1993.
b Asked in 1993.
C Asked in 1993 and 1997.
d Asked in 1997.

...On the Origins of the Species

Creationist Theist
77% 22%
58 39
47 44
40 50
34 46
29 29
52 40
50 39
38 46
58 34
44 45
35 42
32 50
67 30

Source: Surveys by the Gallup Organization, 1991, 1993, and 1997 combined.

Responses to the evolution item in
the ISSP can thus be regarded as arough
indicator of the extent to which the sci-
entific worldview has penetrated a given
society and led to a decline in the reli-
gious worldview. Tom Smith, director
of the General Social Survey, has also
made the case that much of the differ-
ence in belief in human evolution be-
tween Americans and Europeans stems
from the strength in recent years of the
fundamentalist movement in our soci-
ety, so thateven the normally supportive
effects of higher education on evolu-
tionary knowledge are significantly di-
luted among those who identify them-
selves with fundamentalist religious de-
nominations.'" Differences in the reli-
gious environments in America and Eu-
rope, he argues, produce differences in
beliefs about human evolution.

As one leader of the “scientific cre-
ationists,” Henry M. Morris, has charac-
terized the struggle in America: “There

are only two possible worldviews—evo-
lutionism or creationism.”™? So the
strength of the fundamentalist move-
ment, and more generally that of the
New Christian Right in the US, may
help explain the apparent stability in
beliefs about human origins observed in
the Gallup data over the last 15 years or
so, offsetting the rising percentage of
college-educated adults in the Ameri-
can population.

A Spiral of Silence?

To explain the persistence of the
religious worldview in America we also
need to consider the possibility that much
of its public expression is driven by what
Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann argues is the
individual’s fear of isolation, which sets
in motion a “spiral of silence.”"® Ameri-
cans are frequently reminded in the mass
media and elsewhere that we are a “na-
tion under God,” that nearly all of us
(95% or so) believe in God—as Gallup

Darwinist
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3
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tells us periodically—and that we are
one of the most religious societies in the
modern world. So it should seem plau-
sible that many Americans may be re-
luctant to express publicly agnostic or
atheistic beliefs, such as Darwinism, for
fear of offending someone who may be
a member of that (purported) vast ma-
jority in our society, thereby incurring
his or her disapproval. And this fear of
interpersonal or social isolation may have
the effect of maintaining the conformity
of public beliefs so frequently expressed
in survey interviews, just as in other
social situations in life.

The percentage of Americans, for
example, who say they have doubts about
the existence of God or who hold alter-
native spiritual beliefs varies signifi-
cantly with the wording of the question.
Arecent study [ did of various wordings
used by Gallup and the NORC-GSS
shows that those who are most likely to
hold agnostic, atheistic, or alternative
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spiritual beliefs—college graduates and post-graduates—and
who are therefore most likely to experience the spiral-of-
silence effect in our society, are more likely to be influenced
than the less well-educated by whether the question permits
such deviant beliefs to be expressed.'

Religious Beliefs Holding Steady

It will come as no surprise to learn that the religious
worldview is still very much alive in America today. Like
other indicators of religiosity in our society, the distribution of
Americans’ beliefs about human origins—creationist, theist,
and Darwinist—has remained remarkably stable despite rising
levels of education. Moreover, compared to adults in most
other developed nations participating in the ISSP, we appear to
be a highly religious, and some would say a highly supersti-
tious, people who are either ignorant or disbelieving of the
scientific explanation of human evolution from earlier species
of animals.

Presently, the percentage of Americans who
identify themselves with the biblical, creationist
worldview is about 44%; nearly 4 out of 10 (39%)
subscribe to the theistic evolutionist view; and only
one in ten endorses the Darwinist position of natu-
ral science despite the rising percentage of college
graduates, a trend which might be expected to have
reduced significantly the proportion of adults be-
lieving in biblical creationism.

2

The persistence of this religious worldview in America
may be due in large part, as some have argued, to the strength
of the fundamentalist movement in our society in recent years
which has succeeded in getting its message and agenda into the
public schools, the mass media, and other institutions. But this
movement may also represent, as Ronald Inglehart and others
have argued, the throes of a religious minority whose tradi-
tional values and way of life are deeply threatened by the
relentless secularization of our culture and the steady growth
of the scientific worldview.' There is also some evidence,
albeit indirect, that the persistence of the religious worldview
in America is due in some measure to a “spiral of silence” that
surrounds the expression of agnosticism, atheism, and alterna-
tive spiritual beliefs.

In his book, The Future of an Illusion, and in one of his late
lectures, “The Question of a Weltanschauung,” Sigmund Freud
argued that the scientific worldview would inevitably replace
the “religious stage” of wishful illusion and other pre-scientific
modes of thinking in the evolution of human civilization.'® In

Freud’s Austrian homeland, also in the land of Darwin and
Huxley, and in much of the developed world, the religious
worldview seems to have receded significantly, as Freud
would have predicted, though not as yet in America where the
scientific worldview has failed, as Stephen Jay Gould puts it,
to “complete Darwin’s Revolution...”"”
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