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Abstract 

Within the last twenty years sociological research on science and religion has provided new 

insights that challenge myths regarding conflicts between science and religion. Gaps in pre-

existing work have been identified resulting in major shifts in the field. In particular, research 

has employed more mixed methods, widened its scope to become more international, and 

expanded to include nonreligion. Building upon these developments and critiques, this chiefly 

conceptual article explores a way to move forward by combining three fields of research in a 

novel way: the sociology of religion, the sociology of nonreligion, and the Public Understanding 
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of Science (PUS). These subfields all touch on relevant and interrelated topics. Sociology of 

religion contributes to parceling out aspects of belief, identity, and practice; focuses on lived 

experience along with positionality, normative commitments, and culture. The sociology of 

nonreligion draws more detailed attention to the association between science and secularism. 

Finally, including research on PUS provides resources for understanding trust in, and 

engagement with science dialogically, as well as lessons for effective public engagement. 
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Introduction 

The interaction between science and religion has emerged as an important field of research 

within sociology. As of yet, however, there is no clear, established sociology of science and 

religion (in terms of training or programs). Sociologists contributing to the emerging field 

consequently tend to come from other subdisciplinary backgrounds, most commonly, the 

sociology of religion. Contributors have also drawn upon the Public Understanding of Science to 

a significant extent, and the more recent sociology of nonreligion has begun to establish findings 

of significance for the sociological study of science and religion. In this chiefly conceptual 

article, we argue there is scope for more conversation between the sociology of religion, the 

sociology of nonreligion, and the Public Understanding of Science in order to grow and enhance 

the emerging sociology of science and religion. This requires, initially, setting the background of 

the sociology of religion, the sociology of nonreligion, and Public Understanding of Science and 



 3

study of science and religion within them. This leads on to considering the emerging sociology 

of science and religion. 

 

To date, the main trends in sociological research on science and religion have been: focus upon 

the USA; analysis of pre-existing datasets; focus on Christianity, on religious opposition to 

scientific fields and finding such opposition to concern morality, culture, and community more 

than epistemology (Catto et al., 2019). Therefore, it may be more accurate to refer to the 

sociology of science and Western Christianity. However, the field is entering a new phase, 

adopting mixed methodological approaches to examine trends and debates, with an increasing 

number of researchers working across multiple countries and cultures, including countries where 

Christianity is not the majority religion (Ecklund, et al. 2019). In this article we use the general 

phrase “science and religion” rather than “science and Western Christianity” because it is more 

inclusive. Recent sociological research on science and religion substantiates where there remain 

gaps and further opportunities for collaboration between and incorporation of the sociology of 

religion, the sociology of nonreligion, and the Public Understanding of Science. Namely, a more 

lived, contextualized, relational approach to science and religion, which helps address the 

cultural life of science and diversity of contexts to a greater extent; more consideration of 

nonreligion, politics, and secularization; lessons from and for science communication, and, 

lastly, (and relatedly) positionality and normativity. PUS has tended to frame religion narrowly, 

and sociology of religion and nonreligion research in this area to be of limited practical 

applicability. Combining approaches can lead to recommendations for effective public 

engagement (Aecthner, 2020a, 2020b; Taragin-Zeller et al., 2020). 
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The sociology of religion  

Following Robert Merton’s (1936) early work, the sociology of religion and sociology of science 

developed as separate subdisciplines, rarely engaging with one another. In the early to mid-

twentieth century, the sociology of religion was preoccupied with the decline of church-based 

religion in Northern and Western Europe. Following in the footsteps of Comte, Marx, Weber, 

and Durkheim, a necessary and negative relationship between religion and modernity was 

established (Berger 1967, Wilson 1966), albeit a nuanced and contextualized one (Martin 1978). 

For sociologists of religion, science was the methodology and religion was the object of study. 

Science was only considered at the macro-level as a contributory factor to societal secularization 

(Wilson, 1966). From the 1980s onward, new paradigms emerged (Warner, 1993). 

These developments led to greater empirical and theoretical complexity and diversity in the 

sociology of religion. For example, in the United States, McGuire (2008) and Ammerman (2007) 

developed everyday and lived approaches to religion approach, shifting focus away from official, 

doctrinal religion toward daily practices, especially those of women. Indeed, gender became a 

key dimension of interest to sociologists of religion (Woodhead, 2008).  

Relatedly, in Europe, attention shifted toward the new age and alternative spirituality in which 

women predominate (Heelas, 1996; Heelas and Woodhead 2004), and disentangling aspects of 

religiosity, indicating that belief may not be declining as quickly as religious affiliation (Davie, 

1994), as well as globalization (Robertson, 1992). Sociologists of religion also proposed thinking 

about religion as a chain of memory (Hervieu-Léger, 2000) or bricolage in modernity (Altglas, 

2014). Different aspects of secularization were further delineated: decline in individual 

religiosity; reduction in the size and influence of religious organizations; functional 

differentiation i.e. politics, health, law, education becoming separate spheres independent from 
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institutional religion (Dobbelaere, 2004). More recent work has paid further attention to the 

seemingly contradictory trends of the continued decrease of religiosity and an increased visibility 

of religion in Western countries (Furseth, 2018; Köhrsen, 2012). Interactions between religion, 

race, class, and gender are also being investigated in the US (Frost and Edgell, 2017; Wilde and 

Glassman, 2016).  

A perennial challenge for and subject of discussion throughout this range of theoretical and 

empirical development has been articulating what religion is and how to research it. Critical 

analysis of how best to measure religion, parsing out practice, belief, membership, and values, 

continues (Wuthnow, 2015: 12). In a recent article on the state of the subdiscipline, Edwards 

(2019) calls for the sociology of religion to reclaim its roots (from Du Bois as well as Marx and 

Weber) by returning to the study of power: that of religious institutions, religious ideas, and 

scholarly epistemologies, using both quantitative and qualitative methods. As noted above, it is 

primarily sociologists of religion who have undertaken the sociological study of science and 

religion to date. Edwards’ agenda for the sociology of religion can also be applied to the 

sociological study of science and religion, which the sociology of nonreligion is also starting to 

help open up new avenues for. 

Sociology of nonreligion  
 
As church-based religion declined in Europe, the numbers choosing the option “no religion” in 

surveys increased, with a similar trend also observed in the United States (Cragun et al., 2017). 

This phenomenon, alongside the rise at the turn of the Millennium of a publicly prominent and 

vocal group of ‘New Atheists’ (Kettell, 2013), prompted the growth of sociological research on 

nonreligion and the secular both sides of the Atlantic. Such research has demonstrated that 

nonreligion constitutes much more than just an absence of religion. Although the meaning of the 
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term “nonreligion” is widely debated (Lee, 2012), it serves as a productive umbrella category for 

a diversity of beliefs, values, and behaviors defined by their distinction from religion (Quack and 

Schuh, 2017). Empirical studies from North America have flagged how science and evolutionary 

science specifically can be rallying points for organized nonreligious groups’ defense of science 

(Cimino and Smith, 2011; García and Blankholm, 2016; LeDrew, 2016), but have not yet 

addressed this connection in depth. 

 

Social studies of science and the Public Understanding of Science  
 
As noted above, since Merton’s early work arguing that Protestant pietism helped drive the 

seventeenth century experimental science revolution, the sociology of religion and sociology of 

science parted ways for the most part. As sociologists of religion in the late twentieth century 

nuanced and shifted away from the dominant theoretical paradigm of secularization theory, 

sociologists of science moved away from the functionalism of Merton and to more social 

constructionist approaches (Collins, 1983). Researchers began to examine the social, political, 

structural, and exigent factors affecting scientific knowledge production (Barnes, Bloor and 

Henry 1996), including the actual processes of knowledge production in scientific research 

laboratories (Knorr-Cetina and Mulkay, 1983). With the notable exceptions of Gieryn (1983) and  

Latour (2013), who have engaged with religion in their work, the more traditional mode of 

sociology of science remained primarily concerned with studying professional scientific 

knowledge production, its institutional norms and constraints, as well as debates on how such 

studies should be carried out (Pickering, 1992). 
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Notably over the last fifty years, there has been a growing interest in science in the public 

domain, both in terms of science policy controversies and public attitudes towards science (Irwin 

and Michael, 2003). As social scientists sought to investigate a perceived crisis in public 

understanding of science, the multidisciplinary field of the Public Understanding of Science 

(PUS) emerged. Reflecting earlier 19th and early 20th century modes, practices and social 

agendas in relation to public scientific literacy and education, initially, scientific organizations, 

policy makers, and some researchers adopted a “deficit model” approach, which assumed that 

any lack of public acceptance of scientific ideas, or negative attitudes towards science or 

emerging technology, was largely due to a lack of knowledge and understanding of scientific 

concepts or the nature of science (Bauer et al., 2007; Bodmer, 1985). In the US, the National 

Science Foundation developed measures of scientific literacy (Miller, 1983). Archetypal of PUS 

research employing this paradigm in the UK, and influenced by the American tradition, were 

Durant et al.’s (e.g. 1989) quantitative surveys of the public’s scientific literacy. However, part 

of the development of the PUS research agenda was in the critique of, and moving beyond, this 

unilateral knowledge-based framing of public attitudes, unpicking the assumptions embedded in 

the framing of the problem as one only of deficit on the part of publics (e.g. Irwin and Wynne, 

1996). 

 

Researchers began viewing the relationship between scientific knowledge production and public 

reception of that knowledge as dynamic and reciprocal: publics were more than passive 

recipients of information (Wynne, 1992). This move from a cognitivist, epistemically-framed 

conception of science-public interactions, to a more critical and reflexive approach, has been 

labelled the “ethnographic,” “contextualist,” or “constructivist” strand of PUS research (Irwin 
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and Michael, 2003; Sturgis and Allum, 2004; Wynne, 1995). The newer PEST (Public 

Engagement with Science and Technology) label reflects acknowledgment of the dynamic 

relationship between science and publics, and a normative commitment to more democratic 

science policy (Stilgoe et al., 2014). 

While there have been shifts in the academic literature away from an epistemic, one-way 

relationship between science and publics; the knowledge deficit model persists both implicitly 

and explicitly in science communication practice and policy making (Simis et al., 2014), with the 

attendant normative commitment to the promotion and public acceptance of science. Some argue 

that in PUS research, a public deficit of knowledge and attitudes was recast as a deficit of trust, 

with deficit thinking remaining embedded (Bauer et al., 2007). Within this framework, 

engagement with science increases public trust, reinforcing the older paradigm’s main concern to 

promote the legitimacy of science in society. This is in contrast to the sociology of religion, 

which aims towards methodological agnosticism: setting aside the question of the veracity of the 

ultimate truth claims of respondents (Davie, 2013). This observation points to the distinctive 

ways that science and religion are socially constructed and understood.i  

The impact of this enduring normative commitment for some areas of PUS and PEST is the 

tendency to take an explicit or implicit knowledge-based approach focusing on scientific literacy, 

publics’ attitudes toward science, or trust in science. Within this context, religion became a 

variable of interest, with the potential to impact knowledge and acceptance of scientific concepts. 

Therefore, analysis and discussion of religion or religious identity in this field tends to frame it 

as a hindrance, which explains resistance to publicly debated areas of science such as evolution 

(Francis and Greer, 1999; Miller et al., 2006; Hildering et al., 2013; Miller et al., 2021), pre-

implantation genetic testing (Allum et al., 2014), or stem cell research (Allum et al., 2017; Ho et 
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al., 2008). While scholars have used the concept of social identity within PUS and PEST to help 

explain public reactions during scientific controversies (Wynne, 2003), little thought has been 

given to the “cultural life” of science and how it can be a meaningful part of people’s identities, 

values, and beliefs (Jones et al., 2020a). Similar trends are discernible in the sociological study 

of science and religion to date, with some engaging directly with PUS approaches (Catto et al., 

2019).  

The emerging sociology of science and religion 

Since the 2000s, sociological research on science and religion has increasingly flourished, mostly 

in the US. Evans verified that Americans’ concerns about areas of scientific research including 

evolution, stem cell research, and climate change are driven by moral, political, and social 

interests far more than by epistemology (Evans, 2011; Evans, 2018). This and Ecklund and 

colleagues’ research (Ecklund and Park 2009; Ecklund 2010; Ecklund and Long, 2011; Ecklund 

and Scheitle 2018; Vaidyanathan et al., 2016) added further evidence to historical work showing 

that the idea of religion and science as locked in an eternal, inherent conflict is untenable 

(Harrison, 2015), and demonstrated the diversity of religious Americans’ perspectives on science 

and religion.  

Analyzing data from the National Study of Youth and Religion, Longest and Smith (2011) 

conclude that views are diverse although there is an overall trend for young Americans to regard 

science and religion as in conflict. They do not find a consistent relationship between high 

religiosity and regarding religion and science as in conflict. Indeed, quite the opposite: increased 

religiosity correlates with regarding science and religion as compatible. Longest and Smith 

(2011) also emphasize how social factors (such as region and education) affect beliefs and 
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attitudes in relation to science and religion. The sociologists conducting the science and religion 

research cited above come from backgrounds researching religion.  

In contrast, O’Brien comes from a background in the sociology of science, and Noy the 

sociology of development. From analysis of General Social Survey (GSS) data on science and 

religion, O’Brien and Noy (2015) distinguish between traditional (preferring religion to science, 

43 per cent), modern (preferring science to religion 36 per cent), and post-secular (viewing both 

science and religion favorably, 21 per cent) perspectives among the American public in relation 

to science and religion. They conclude that the public, political framing of evolution and stem 

cell research impact these perspectives. According to O’Brien and Noy (2015:109), “religion 

shapes individuals’ worldviews in ways not captured by conventional measures of religion such 

as denominational affiliation or religious attendance”, setting the scene for an expanded 

conception of religion considering nonreligion as well. 

Baker (2012) (coming from a background in researching religion and nonreligion) also takes a 

differing approach by examining the connection between science and secularism, using the 

Baylor Religion Survey. Baker concludes that nonreligious Americans express strong support for 

science and scientistic views. Atheists, and to a lesser extent agnostics, endorsed a view of 

science and religion as epistemically incompatible, thus introducing sociology of nonreligion 

work disaggregating the “nones” into sociological research on science and religion.  

Working within the sociology of science and engaging with a PUS perspective, Gauchat (2012) 

uses GSS data to investigate trust in science, finding that in the United States, social and political 

conservatives who frequently attend church see a decline over time in their trust in science. Yet, 

in a later analysis of the National Science Foundation’s Survey of Public Attitudes Toward and 
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Understanding of Science and Technology, he (2015) comes to a more nuanced picture of left-

right dynamics, seeing differentiated attitudes toward scientific conceptions, along with secular 

and religious concerns and misgivings among conservatives in America. 

This brief, selective review highlights the main trends in the sociological study of science and 

religion as it developed following the turn of the century (Catto et al., 2019): focus upon the US 

and Christianity; analysis of pre-existing survey data (particularly from GSS); political, cultural, 

and moral concerns affecting publics’ positions on science and religion, and the tendency to 

focus on religious opposition to scientific topics (rather than religious and nonreligious 

populations’ support for science). It also shows that findings vary depending upon the data set 

analyzed. Differently designed surveys lead to distinct results, serving as a reminder to pay 

attention to question wording, issue framing, and the limitations of cross-sectional survey 

research (Elsdon-Baker, 2015, 2020; McCain and Kampourakis, 2018). 

In a review of survey-based research on science and religion in the US, Hill (2019) identifies 

various issues with pre-existing measures. These include failing “to capture the broader cultural 

significance of public understandings of science…” (Hill, 2019: 46), alongside social context and 

group identity. Similarly, Gauchat (2012) notes that PUS research has not sufficiently addressed 

the influence of ideological dispositions upon public attitudes toward science. These 

observations lead onto consideration of how the sociological study of science and religion has 

expanded and entered a new phase, including approaches from the sociology of religion, 

sociology of nonreligion, and PUS to a greater extent. 
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Merging traditions: a new phase 

Baker et al. (2020) conclude from analysis of the Baylor Religion Survey that Christian 

nationalism mediates the impact of political identity upon respondents’ views of competing 

authority between science and religion, human origins, and climate change in the US. Baker’s 

co-authors Perry and Whitehead both come from backgrounds in the sociology of religion. Perry 

leads a 2021 article based upon data from an original panel survey (on which Baker is a co-

author) which concludes that Christian nationalism negatively impacts Americans’ scientific 

literacy: ideology rather than ignorance matters. They draw upon Science and Technology 

Studies (STS) to pay attention to the alignment of knowledge and power. 

In a more recent anlaysis of GSS measures of confidence in science and religion as insitutions 

between 1973 and 2018, O’Brien and Noy (2020) also address the politicization of science and 

religion in the US, finding that confidence in both has become increasingly split along partisan 

lines. Whilst “most people in these data had the same level of confidence in science that they did 

in religion” (O’Brien and Noy, 2020: 457), O’Brien and Noy identify a trend of Republicans 

growing less confident in science and more confident in religion, and Democrats the reverse. 

They also note the simultaneous decrease in religiosity and intensification of public contestations 

concerning science and religion in American society, raising the question of the nature and 

extent of secularization (Voas and Chaves, 2016). From analysis of GSS data between 2006 and 

2014, Noy and O’Brien also conclude that race, ethnicity, and gender affect perspectives on 

science and religion in America (Noy and O’Brien, 2018:53). They find Americans’ attitudes on 

science and religion to correlate with other social attitudes (Noy and O’Brien, 2016). Hence this 

work contributes to expanding sociological research on science and religion beyond a “deficit 

model”, heeding Edwards’ 2019 call to the sociology of religion to resume the study of power. 
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Salazar et al.’s (2019) study of race and attitudes toward Creationism in the US also draws 

attention to race as a significant (and neglected) factor in sociological research on science and 

religion. 

In an analysis of data from the International Social Survey Program (ISSP), O’Brien and Noy 

(2018) find national context to affect trust in science and religion, alongside education and 

religiosity. The connection between education and acceptance of science emerges in a 

subsequent analysis of ISSP data (Noy and O’Brien, 2019). This article does not consider 

religion alongside science, but does show the value of considering the relationship between 

science and values in context. 

There has been a welcome expansion of sociological research internationally (Jones et al., 

2020a). With a background in research on religion, Chan (2018) analyses World Values Survey 

data to explore connections between religiosity and orientations toward science crossnationally. 

She finds, overall, the former to correlate negatively with the latter, but, once again, national 

context mattering. Ecklund led a research team studying the attiudes of biologists and physicists 

toward religion in eight countries using a combination of an original survey and in depth 

interviews (Ecklund et al., 2016; Johnson et al., 2018; Sorrell and Ecklund, 2019). Again, they 

find national context (including the nature of the science infrastructure and religion-state 

relations) to impact attitudes.  

There has also been a turn to more qualitative and mixed-methods sociological research on 

science and religion, both in the US (Guhin, 2016; Long, 2011) and internationally. For example, 

Renny Thomas has conducted ethnographic fieldwork with scientists at a prestigious research 

institute in India. Thomas (2018) finds the science-religion interface to be very different from 
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that found in Western countries (America in particular). Combining interests in the sociology of 

religion, Science and Technology Studies, and Anthropology, he argues that nonreligious 

identities and perceptions of science and religion are shaped by context, as well as religious ones. 

Indeed, interesting work on science, nonreligion, and identity is also beginning to emerge 

internationally (Ecklund et al., 2019; Lee, 2019). Working from backgrounds in the sociology of 

religion and history of science, Jones et al. (2019) highlight the presence of Islamophobia in 

interviews with non-Muslim Britons on science and religion. Falade and Bauer (2018), with 

expertise in science communication, examine survey and interview data on attitudes toward 

science and religion in Nigeria. They find high trust in both. 

Tiaynen-Qadir et al. (2021) describe themselves as continuing a trend of critical sociological 

research on science and religion. Analyzing interview data gathered with indiviudals working 

and studying within universities and health clinics in Finland and Sweden, they find global 

institutionalized secularism and scientific rationality affecting religious people’s experiences, 

“However, we have also found an interesting difference, namely the virtual absence of 

discussions on evolution and creationism that we see dominating US public debates (Long, 

2011). This can be partly explained by the fact that the matters of religion have been traditionally 

considered a private matter in Nordic countries, and the polarization takes a less explicit and 

more subtle character.” (Tiaynen-Qadir et al., 2021: 17). This work again draws attention to the 

polyvalent nature of secularization, and how this multifacted social process interacts with science 

and religion dynamics. Tiaynen-Qadir et al. argue that tensions between science and religion 

need to be studied at a global, insitutional level, as well as the national level. Hence, perspectives 

from the sociology of religion and the sociology of nonreligion are incorporated, as well as a 

nuanced insitutional understanding of science based in STS. 
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In sum, recent research in the nascent sociology of science and religion indicates expansion 

internationally and theoretically with increased attention to ideology, authority, and contextual 

factors. This leads onto consideration of where there remain gaps and opportunities for greater 

learning and exchange between the sociology of religion, sociology of nonreligion, and PUS in 

the sociological study of science and religion. 

Further opportunities for collaboration and incorporation 

The preceding mapping of developments points toward areas of contact and avenues for further 

development. Both science and religion have significant social authority. Research has begun to 

show that worldviews, beliefs, and identities are significant to both. As noted by Hill (2019) and 

Gauchat (2012), more work is needed to investigate publics’ beliefs and values associated with 

science.  

A lived approach and more contextual approach for PUS 

A number of foundational studies in PUS have shown science-public interactions are about far 

more than scientific knowledge, and to frame them in that way restricts the myriad factors which 

contribute to public attitudes (e.g. Irwin and Wynne, 1996). Numerous studies note the instability 

and heterogeneity of the categories of science and religion themselves. O’Brien and Noy (2020) 

treat science and religion relationally as sources of cultural authority, employing Fligstein and 

McAdam’s (2011) elaboration of Bourdieusian field theory. Science and religion are two related 

social fields. When considering the connections between science, religion, and politics for 

Americans, Sherkat (2017) also employs the concept of fields. Tiaynen-Qadir et al. (2021) treat 

science as a social and cultural institution, whilst Perry et al. advocate for a “folk 

epistemologies” orientation that views knowledge systems as socially constructed, localized 
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understandings of agreed upon points of belief” (Perry et al. 2021: 932). Such work, alongside 

sociological work disaggregating religion, indicates potential avenues for further disaggregating 

science as well, and treating these fields’ cultural authority relationally in context (Martin, 2003).  

Involvement in science measures do include attendance at museums or zoos and aquariums. Yet, 

focusing on attendance at science-related attractions is limited in terms of the geographic or 

socio-economic ability of people to access such institutions and does not always indicate a desire 

to be involved in science (National Science Board, 2018). To further expand research beyond 

traditional approaches that focus on knowledge, trust, or acceptance of science and scientific 

concepts, and potentially to capture a wider range of forms of engagement and identification 

with science, as well as religion, researchers could observe the role of science in publics’ daily 

lives, asking questions such as: How is science’s significant cultural authority reflected in 

people’s lives? How does it relate to social identities? What values and beliefs are associated 

with it? Is it seen as socially desirable to be supportive of science? By accessing dynamics in 

context in greater depth, such an approach could shed more light on the seeming puzzle between 

broad public enthusiasm for and interest in science and resistance to specific fields and concepts 

(Funk, 2018).  

Nonreligion, political orientation, and secularization 

There does appear to be an increased affinity between nonreligion and science identity (which 

PUS research has tended to ignore, instead focusing on the potential negative effects of 

religiosity on attitudes toward science). Yet, the sociology of nonreligion shows that analyzing 

the nonreligious in aggregate can mask diversity. The nonreligious and nonspiritual are not 

uniformly pro-science; whereas neither are the religious or spiritual unequivocally against it- in 

and beyond the United States.  
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Previous studies have indicated that individuals’ political positions exert some influence on 

attitudes towards science (see above). It should not be assumed that religious identity plays a 

more causal role in relation to attitudes towards science than political identity, or vice versa. 

Recent data indicates alignment between religious and nonreligious concerns in relation to 

science connected to political orientation in the United States (O’Brien and Noy, 2020). What 

might be the convergent or divergent factors at play in both nonreligious or religious publics’ 

negative attitudes towards, or perceptions of, science, and religion? This can potentially reveal 

far more about diverse publics’ attitudes towards science than simply focusing on what is 

considered to be the most problematic group in any population, e.g. White Christian 

conservatives within the United States.  

It would be inaccurate to assume that secularization in terms of increased religious disaffiliation 

leads necessarily to an increase in perceived value of science in society. In the American context, 

O’Brien and Noy (2020) point out the simultaneous decrease in religiosity and intensification of 

public debates regarding science and religion, and Tiaynen-Qadir et al. (2021) the more subtle 

and implicit nature of political polarization in Nordic contexts (as well as the more privatized 

nature of religion). Little attention has been paid so far to the socio-political landscape of science 

and religion within national contexts, for example, funding for biomedical research (Fallone, 

2011). Integrating subfields to a greater extent provides the oppprtunity to consider the 

interaction between science, politics, religion, and nonreligion within secularization processes.   

Science communication 

As seen, American sociological research on science and religion has been concerned with 

political and social polarization (Evans, 2013). Michael S. Evans’ (2016) research demonstrates 

that American public debate on science and religion amplifies polarized voices, and is dominated 
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by a vocal conservative Christian minority, marginalizing more moderate voices. This indicates 

that there might be benefits to resisting polarized public narratives that pit certain fields of 

scientific research and religiosity against one another.  

In terms of addressing public resistance to particular areas of science, PUS and science 

communication research surmises that informing publics that they are incorrect is ineffective. 

Experts also need to listen to and understand publics’ concerns and what drives them (Frewer et 

al., 2004). Studying a diversity of perspectives has been found to contribute to changing 

perceptions for improved learning in relation to evolutionary science and religion (Barnes et al., 

2017).  

Aechtner’s (2020a) research on the use of persuasion tactics in the “Evolution Wars” is a recent 

example of how sociological research on science and religion can incorporate lessons from 

science communication. Aecthner (2020b) draws upon successful methods of science 

endorsement to make concrete recommendations to evolution advocates about how they might 

improve pro-evolution communication. Taragin-Zeller et al. (2020) researched Haredi 

community responses to public health messaging during the Covid-19 pandemic in Israel. They 

incorporate science communication and sociological literature on science and religion and 

highlight the unequal distribution of science communication given the relatively privileged social 

locations of science communicators and their biases (including against religious minorities). 

Taragin-Zeller et al. (2020) recommend religiously-sensitive science communication involving 

communal representation from minority groups. Both these studies show ways ahead for 

continuing to integrate social studies of religion and science constructively, for effective science 

communication. 
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Values, positionality, and normativity 

Aechtner (2020a: 232-33) addresses the challenge of normativity directly: “if we are to accept 

that it is in the public interest for people to be well informed about established scientific theories, 

because the misapprehension of science can have grave consequences, then it is also ethically 

viable to use a range of communications strategies to that effect.” Science promotion in the 

public sphere is not value neutral. It includes visions of the way the world ought to be, primarily 

one in which social improvement is achieved through the application of science and science 

education. Edwards (2019) called for the sociology of religion to apply mixed methods to the 

study the power of institutions, ideas, and epistemologies. Some areas of STS and critical PUS 

recognize there are other valid ways of knowing (Salazar Parreñas, 2018). However, in some 

areas of PUS and science communication practice the underlying, sometimes uncritical, 

assumption of the sole primacy of scientific knowledge or expertise remains, excluding other 

forms of knowledge and experience. Sociology of religion offers further insight into 

methodological agnosticism, reflexivity, and positionality: tools for explicitly addressing 

normativity. Critical approaches toward secularization can also help unpack sociology’s own 

values associated with nonreligion and science (Cadge, Levitt and Smilde, 2011; Smilde and 

May 2015). For example, Aecthner (2020b: 39) addresses the dangers of associating evolution 

with atheism in science communication: it risks alienating religious groups. 

Conclusion  

Building upon previous sociological research on science and religion, the purpose of this article 

has been to take preliminary steps toward showing how greater integration of approaches from 

the sociology of religion, the sociology of nonreligion, and the Public Understanding of Science 

(PUS) will help take the sociology of science and religion forward.  
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Sociological research on science and religion has moved well-beyond busting the myth that 

science and religion are inevitably in conflict. Scholars researching in the emerging sociology of 

science and religion come from a variety of academic backgrounds, most notably the study of 

religion. As the field embeds, there is opportunity for rich, new seams of cross disciplinary 

research examining in depth how values, beliefs, identities, and practices interact in relation to 

science for religious and nonreligious people, including: parsing out divergence between 

different types of science concerns; thinking about the social desirability of being perceived as 

endorsing science, given its cultural authority; and ensuring we are not inadvertently imposing or 

implying the salience of one social identity over another, or treating groups as monoliths. The 

sensitivity of question wording, issues of respondents’ interpretations, and limitations of cross-

sectional surveys all impact research results. Even in the USA, a society where there is 

distinctive high profile, polarized public debate on science and religion (Evans, 2016), publics’ 

attitudes are mixed. Religion is not necessarily driving skepticism regarding scientific concepts 

(Ecklund and Scheitle, 2018). However, it might be driving some publics’ concerns over how 

society is changing or the potential for negative consequences of science for society.   

Examining the divergence between types of science concerns in relation to values and beliefs can 

be useful to indicate possible future qualitative and quantitative research directions, laying the 

groundwork for further understanding beyond simply (non)religious identity or political 

orientation. Science has a cultural life beyond institutional knowledge production which affects 

perceptions of both science and religion and consequently requires greater examination. 

Increasingly integrating the subfields of the sociology of religion, sociology of nonreligion, and 

PUS can help examination of the dynamics of global institutionalized secularism and scientific 

rationality and contextual specificity, as sociological research on science and religion continues 
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to expand internationally and beyond Christianity, thinking critically about secularization 

(Tiaynen-Qadir et al., 2021). Recent cross-national research suggests that specific religious 

traditions continue to impact values and cultures transnationally (White et al., 2021). Aecthner 

(2020a; 2020b) and Taragin-Zeller et al. (2020)’s work in particular shows how lessons for 

public engagement can be drawn from theoretically-informed work beyond mythbusting. The 

current pandemic underscores the urgency of continued dialogue across approaches to science 

and religion (Perry et al., 2021). 

References 

Aechtner T (2020a) Media and Science-Religion Conflict: Mass Persuasion in the Evolution 

Wars. London: Routledge. 

Aechtner T (2020b) Improving Evolution Advocacy: Translating Vaccine Interventions to the 

Evolution Wars. Zygon 55(1): 27-51. 

Allum N, Allansdottir A, Gaskell G, et al. (2017) Religion and the public ethics of stem-cell 

research: Attitudes in Europe, Canada and the United States. PLoS One 12(4): e0176274. 

Allum N, Sibley E, Sturgis P, et al. (2014) Religious beliefs, knowledge about science and 

attitudes towards medical genetics. Public Understanding of Science 23(7): 833-849. 

Altglas V (2014) From Yoga to Kabbalah: Religious exoticism and the logics of bricolage. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Ammerman NT (2007) Everyday religion: observing modern religious lives. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Baker JO (2012) Perceptions of Science and American Secularism. Sociological Perspectives 

55(1): 167-188. 



 22

Baker JO, Perry SL and Whitehead AL (2020) Crusading for Moral Authority: Christian 

Nationalism and Opposition to Science. Sociological Forum 35(3): 587-607. 

Barnes B, Bloor D and Henry J (1996) Scientific Knowledge: A Sociological Analysis. London: 

Athlone. 

Barnes ME, Elser J and Brownell SE (2017) Impact of a Short Evolution Module on Students’ 

Perceived Conflict between Religion and Evolution. The American Biology Teacher 

79(2): 104-111. 

Bauer MW, Allum N and Miller S (2007) What can we learn from 25 years of PUS survey 

research? Liberating and expanding the agenda. Public Understanding of Science 16(1): 

79-95. 

Bodmer WF (1985) The Public Understanding of Science. London: The Royal Society. 

Cadge W, Levitt P and Smilde D (2011) De-Centering and Re-Centering: Rethinking Concepts 

and Methods in the Sociological Study of Religion. Journal for the Scientific Study of 

Religion 50(3): 437-449. 

Catto RA, Jones S, Kaden T, et al. (2019) Diversification and internationalization in the 

sociological study of science and religion. Sociology Compass 13(8). 

Chan E (2018) Are the religious suspicious of science? Investigating religiosity, religious 

context, and orientations towards science. Public Understanding of Science 27(8): 967-

984. 

Cimino R and Smith C (2011) The New Atheism and the Formation of the Imagined Secularist 

Community. Journal of Media & Religion 10: 24-38. 

Collins H M (1983) The sociology of scientific knowledge: Studies of contemporary 

science. Annual Review of Sociology 9(1): 265-285. 



 23

Cragun RT, Manning C and Fazzino LL (2017) Organized Secularism in the United States: New 

Directions in Research. Berlin; Boston: De Gruyter. 

Davie G (1994) Religion in Britain Since 1945: Believing without belonging. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Davie G (2013) The Sociology of Religion: A critical agenda. London: Sage. 

Dobbelaere K (2004) Secularization: An analysis at three levels. Bruxelles: Peter Lang. 

Ecklund EH (2010) Science vs Religion: What scientists really think. New York: Oxford 

Univeristy Press. 

Ecklund EH, Johnson DR, Scheitle CP, et al. (2016) Religion among scientists in international 

context: A new study of scientists in eight regions. Socius 2: 1-9. 

Ecklund EH, Johnson DR, Vaidyanathan B, et al. (2019) Secularity and Science: What scientists 

around the world really think about religion. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Ecklund EH and Long E (2011) Scientists and Spirituality. Sociology of Religion 72(3): 253-274. 

Ecklund EH and Park JZ (2009) Conflict Between Religion and Science Among Academic 

Scientists? Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 48(2): 276-292. 

Ecklund EH and Scheitle C (2018) Religion vs. Science: What religious people really think. New 

York: Oxford University Press. 

Edwards KL (2019) Presidential Address: religion and power—a return to the roots of social 

scientific scholarship. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 58(1): 5-19. 

Elsdon-Baker F (2015) Creating creationists: The influence of 'issues framing' on our 

understanding of public perceptions of clash narratives between evolutionary science and 

belief. Public Understanding of Science 24(4): 422-439. 

Elsdon-Baker F (2020) Creating hard-line “secular” evolutionists: The influence of question 

design on our understanding of public perceptions of clash narratives. In: Lightman B and 



 24

Elsdon-Baker F (eds) Science and Religion: Exploring the Spectrum. Pittsburgh: 

University of Pittsburgh Press, pp. 30-49. 

Evans JH (2011) Epistemological and Moral Conflict Between Religion and Science. Journal for 

the Scientific Study of Religion 50(4): 707-727. 

Evans JH (2013) The Growing Social and Moral Conflict Between Conservative Protestantism 

and Science. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 52(2): 368-385. 

Evans JH (2018) Morals Not Knowledge: Recasting the contemporary u.s. conflict between 

religion and science. California: University of California Press. 

Evans MS (2016) Seeking Good Debate: Religion, science, and conflict in american public life. 

Oakland: University of California Press. 

Falade BA and Bauer MW (2018) ‘I have faith in science and in God’: Common sense,  

cognitive polyphasia and attitudes to science in nigeria. Public Understanding of Science 

27(1): 29-46. 

Fallone EA (2011) Funding Stem Cell Research: The Convergence of Science, Religion &  

Politics in the Formation of Public Health Policy. Marquette Elder’s Advisor 12(2): 247- 

294. 

Fligstein N and McAdam D (2011) Toward a General Theory of Strategic Action Fields.  

Sociological Theory 29(1): 1-26. 

Francis LJ and Greer JE (1999) Attitudes towards creationism and evolutionary theory: The 

debate among secondary pupils attending Catholic and Protestant schools in Northern 

Ireland. Public Understanding of Science 8(2): 93-103. 

Frewer L, Lassen J, Kettlitz B, et al. (2004) Societal Aspects of Genetically Modified Foods. 

Food and Chemical Toxicology 42(7): 1181-1193. 



 25

Frost J and Edgell P (2017) Distinctiveness Reconsidered: Religiosity, structural location, and 

understandings of racial inequality. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 56(2): 

277-301. 

Funk C (2018) The Complex Interface between the Public and Science. Scientific American. 

Furseth I (2018) Secularization, Deprivatization, or Religious Complexity? In: Furseth I (ed) 

Religious Complexity in the Public Sphere: Comparing Nordic Countries. Cham: 

Springer International Publishing, pp. 291-312. 

García A and Blankholm J (2016) The Social Context of Organized Nonbelief: County-Level 

Predictors of Nonbeliever Organizations in the United States. Journal for the Scientific 

Study of Religion 55: 70-90. 

Gauchat G (2012) Politicization of Science in the Public Sphere A Study of Public Trust in the 

United States, 1974 to 2010. American Sociological Review 77(2): 167-187. 

Gauchat G (2015) The Political Context of Science in the United States: Public Acceptance of 

Evidence-Based Policy and Science Funding. Social Forces 94(2): 723-746. 

Gieryn TF (1983) Boundary-Work and the Demarcation of Science from Non-Science: Strains  

and interests in professional ideologies of scientists. American Sociological Review 

48(6): 781-795. 

Guhin J (2016) Why Worry about Evolution? Boundaries, practices, and moral salience in sunni 

and evangelical high schools. Sociological Theory 34(2): 151-174. 

Harrison P (2015) The Territories of Science and Religion. Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press. 

Heelas P (1996) The New Age Movement: The Celebration of the Self and the Sacralization of 

Modernity. Oxford: Blackwell. 



 26

Heelas P and Woodhead L (2004) The spiritual revolution: Why religion is giving way to 

spirituality. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Hervieu-Léger D (2000) Religion as a Chain of Memory. New Brunswick: Rutgers University 

Press. 

Hildering P, Consoli L and Born Rvd (2013) Denying Darwin: Views on science in the rejection 

of evolution by Dutch Protestants. Public Understanding of Science 22(8): 988-998. 

Hill J (2019) Survey-based Research on Science and Religion: A review and critique. In: Jones 

SH, Kaden T and Catto R (eds) Science, Belief and Society: International Perspectives on 

Religion, Non-Religion, and the Public Understanding of Science. Bristol: Bristol 

University Press, pp. 25-53. 

Hill JP (2014) National Study of Religion and Human Origins. Report, BioLogos Foundation, 

Grand Rapids. 

Ho SS, Brossard D and Scheufele DA (2008) Effects of Value Predispositions, Mass Media Use, 

and Knowledge on Public Attitudes Toward Embryonic Stem Cell Research. 

International Journal of Public Opinion Research 20(2): 171-192. 

Irwin A and Michael M (2003) Science, Social Theory and Public Knowledge. Buckingham: 

Open University Press. 

Irwin A and Wynne B (1996) Misunderstanding Science?The Public Reconstruction of Science 

and Technology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Johnson DR, Ecklund EH and Matthews KR (2018) Responding to Richard: Celebrity and 

(mis)representation of science. Public Understanding of Science 27(5): 535–549. 

Jones SH, Catto R, Kaden T, et al. (2019) ‘That’s how Muslims are required to view the world’:  



 27

Race, culture and belief in non-Muslims’ descriptions of Islam and science. The 

Sociological Review 67(1): 161–177. 

Jones SH, Elsdon-Baker F, Catto R, et al. (2020a) The Cultural Meanings of Science: 

Understanding Science Identification Using the Sociology of (Non)religion. Public 

Understanding of Science 29(6): 579-596. 

Jones SH, Kaden T and Catto R (2020b) Science, Belief and Society: International perspectives 

on religion, non-religion and the public understanding of science. Bristol: Bristol 

University Press. 

Kettell S (2013) Faithless: The Politics of New Atheism. Secularism and Nonreligion 2: 61-72. 

Knorr-Cetina K and Mulkay M (1983) Science Observed: Perspectives on the Social Study of 

Science London: Sage. 

Köhrsen J (2012) How religious is the public sphere? A critical stance on the debate about public 

religion and post-secularity. Acta Sociologica 55(3): 273-288. 

Latour B (2013) An Inquiry into Modes of Existence: An anthropology of the moderns. 

Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

LeDrew S (2016) The Evolution of Atheism: The Politics of a Modern Movement. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 

Lee L (2012) Research Note: Talking about a Revolution: Terminology for the New Field of 

Non-religion Studies. Journal of Contemporary Religion 27(1): 129-139. 

Lee L (2019) Feeling Rational: Affinity and Affinity Narratives in British Science–Non-religion 

Relations. In: Jones S, Kaden T and Catto R (eds) Science, Belief and Society. Bristol: 

University of Bristol Press, pp. 173-195. 



 28

Long DE (2011) Evolution and Religion in American Education: An ethnography. Dordrecht; 

London: Springer. 

Longest KC and Smith C (2011) Conflicting or Compatible: Beliefs About Religion and Science 

Among Emerging Adults in the United States. Sociological Forum 26(4): 846-869. 

Martin JL (2003) What Is Field Theory? American Journal of Sociology 109(1): 1-49. 

McCain K and Kampourakis K (2018) Which question do polls about evolution and belief really 

ask, and why does it matter? Public Understanding of Science 27(1): 2-10. 

McGuire MB (2008) Lived Religion: Faith and practice in everyday life. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Merton RK (1936) Puritanism, pietism, and science. The Sociological Review a28(1): 1-30. 

Miller JD (1983) Scientific Literacy: a Conceptual and Empirical Review. Daedalus 112(2): 29–

48. 

Miller JD, Scott EC and Okamoto S (2006) Public Acceptance of Evolution. Science 313(5788): 

765-766. 

Miller JD, Scott EC, Ackerman MS, et al. (2021) Public Acceptance of Evolution in the United 

States, 1985–2020. Public Understanding of Science online first. 

National Science Board (2018) Science & Engineering Indicators 2018. Report, National Science 

Foundation, USA. 

Noy S and O’Brien TL (2016) A Nation Divided: Science, religion, and public opinion in the 

United States. Socius: Sociological Research for a Dynamic World 2(0). 

Noy S and O’Brien TL (2018) An Intersectional Analysis of Perspectives on Science and  

Religion in the United States. The Sociological Quarterly 59(1): 40-61. 

Noy S and O’Brien TL (2019) Science for good? The effects of education and national context  



 29

on perceptions of science. Public Understanding of Science  28(8): 897-916. 

O'Brien TL and Noy S (2015) Traditional, Modern, and Post-Secular Perspectives on Science 

and Religion in the United States. American Sociological Review 80(1): 92-115. 

O’Brien TL and Noy S (2018) Cultural Authority in Comparative Context: A multilevel analysis 

of trust in science and religion. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 57: 495-513. 

O’Brien TL and Noy S (2020) Political Identity and Confidence in Science and Religion in the 

United States. Sociology of Religion 81(4): 439-461. 

Perry SL, Whitehead AL and Grubbs JB (2020) Culture Wars and COVID-19 Conduct: Christian 

nationalism, religiosity, and Americans’ behavior during the coronavirus pandemic. 

Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 59(3): 405-416. 

Perry SL, Baker JO and Grubbs JB (2021) Ignorance or Culture War? Christian nationalism and  

scientific illiteracy. Public Understanding of Science 30(8): 930-946. 

Pickering A (ed.) (1992) Science as Practice and Culture. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Pierik R (2017) On Religious and Secular Exemptions: A case study of childhood vaccination 

waivers. Ethnicities 17(2): 220-241. 

Quack J and Schuh C (2017) Conceptualising Religious Indifferences in Relation to Religion and 

Nonreligion. In: Quack J and Schuh C (eds) Religious Indifference: Themes and 

Conceptualization. Cham: Springer, pp. 1-23. 

Robertson R (1992) Globalization: Social Theory and Global Culture. London: Sage. 

Salazar ES, Vaidyanathan B, Howard Ecklund E, et al. (2019) Challenging Evolution in Public 

Schools: Race, religion, and attitudes toward teaching Creationism. Socius 5: 1-13. 

Salazar Parreñas J (2018) Decolonizing Extinction: The work of care in orangutan  

Rehabilitation. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 



 30

Sherkat DE (2011) Religion and Scientific Literacy in the United States. Social Science 

Quarterly 92(5): 1134-1150. 

Sherkat DE (2017) Religion, Politics, and Americans’ Confidence in Science. Politics and 

Religion 10(1): 137-160. 

Simis MJ, Madden H, Cacciatore MA, et al. (2016) The Lure of Rationality: Why does the  

deficit model persist in science communication? Public Understanding of Science 25(4): 

400-414. 

Sorrell K and Ecklund EH (2019) How UK Scientists Legitimize Religion and Science Through 

Boundary Work. Sociology of Religion 80(3): 350-371. 

Sturgis P and Allum N (2004) Science in Society: Re-Evaluating the Deficit Model of Public 

Attitudes. Public Understanding of Science 13(1): 55-74. 

Taragin-Zeller L, Rozenblum Y and Baram-Tsabari A (2020) Public Engagement With Science  

Among Religious Minorities: Lessons from COVID-19. Science Communication 42(5):  

643-678. 

Thomas R (2018) Beyond Conflict and Complementarity Science and Religion in Contemporary 

India. Science, Technology and Society 23(1): 47-64. 

Tiaynen-Qadir T, Qadir A, Vuolanto P, et al. (2021) Negotiations of Science and Religion in 

Nordic Institutions: An ethnographic approach. Religions 12(45): 1-20. 

Vaidyanathan B, Johnson DR, Prickett PJ, et al. (2016) Rejecting the conflict narrative: 

American Jewish and Muslim views on science and religion. Social Compass 63(4): 478-

496. 

Voas D and Chaves M (2016) Is the United States a Counterexample to the Secularization 

Thesis? American Journal of Sociology 121(5): 1517-1556. 



 31

Warner RS (1993) Work in Progress Toward a New Paradigm for the Sociological Study of 

Religion in the United States. American Journal of Sociology 98(5): 1044-1093. 

White CJM, Muthukrishna M and Norenzayan A (2021) Cultural similarity among coreligionists  

within and between countries. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 118(37). 

Wilde M and Glassman L (2016) How Complex Religion Can Improve Our Understanding of 

American Politics. Annual Review of Sociology 42: 407-425. 

Wilson BR (1966) Religion in Secular Society: A sociological comment. London: C. A. Watts & 

Co. 

Woodhead L (2008) Gendering Secularization Theory. Social Compass 55(2): 187-193. 

Wuthnow R (2015) Inventing American Religion: Polls, surveys, and the tenuous quest for a 

nation's faith. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Wynne B (1992) Public Understanding of Science Research: New horizons or hall of mirrors? 

Public Understanding of Science 1(1): 37-43. 

Zigerell LJ (2012) Science Knowledge and Biblical Literalism. Public Understanding of Science  

21(3): 314-322. 

 

Acknowledgments 

We would like to thank the journal editors, reviewers, and the Templeton Religion Trust. 

 

Funding 

Research grants TRT0082 and TRT0158 from the Templeton Religion Trust supported the 

development of this article. 

 



 32

Corresponding Author Biography 

Rebecca Catto obtained a PhD from the University of Exeter (UK) in 2009. She then worked at 

the London School of Economics, the University of Westminster, Lancaster University, 

Coventry University, and Newman University in the UK before joining the Sociology 

department at Kent State as an assistant professor. Her current research focuses on the sociology 

of religion, nonreligion, and social studies of science.  

 
i Sociology of religion’s methodological and epistemological approach to truth claims place it more in line with the 
methodological relativism of early sociology of science (Latour and Woolgar, 1979; Collins, 1983; Latour, 1987), 
including the strong programme in the sociology of scientific knowledge; treating successful scientific and failed 
explanations of phenomena symmetrically (Haddock, 2004). 


