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CHAPTER 16



United States of America: Secularist, Humanist, Atheist, and Freethought Bus Advertisements in the United States; Functions, Responses, and Effectiveness Casey P Homan, Marcus Mann and Ryan T Cragun



16.1 



Introduction



Since 2008, national and local atheist and secular humanist groups in the United States have launched advertising campaigns promoting their organizations on public buses in many of the nation's largest cities. How have these events unfolded? Why have they unfolded in that way? And what additional insights do we gain regarding the broader secularist, humanist, atheist, and freethought — henceforth referred to as "SHAF" — movement from studying these events? Those are the chief questions we attempt to answer, or at least to begin answering, in this chapter about the atheist bus advertising campaigns in the United States. This chapter analyzes ad campaigns running anytime from 2008 to the end of 2013. Altogether, we analyze 41 campaigns in 23 cities during the 2008-2013 period, as well as two cities where a campaign was attempted but never implemented. In this chapter, we first provide some brief background information about the bus ad campaigns and then report on and interpret legal responses to those campaigns. After that, we analyze the functions of the campaigns — that is, we ask why they occurred. In that part of the analysis, we find Robert Merton's theory of the functions of social actions to be particularly useful. Next, we focus on a theme that became salient as we studied the ad campaigns: the tension between religious pluralism and its opposite — what we call "religious exclusivity." This theme runs deeply through both the ads themselves and the public's response to the ads. After examining this theme, we provide a brief analysis of the ad campaigns as a social movement. The ad campaigns easily lend themselves to examination as a social movement, part of the larger movement of SHAF organizations. Because of a shortage of space, in investigating the campaigns as a social movement we focus mostly on applying one highly 1 "SHAF"



is not an official acronym at present.
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relevant and influential theory: what sociologists sometimes call "framing processes." We end with a brief conclusion. 16.1.1 Backgr



un



There were atheist billboard advertisements that preceded the bus ads in the United States; as is the case with the bus advertising, billboard advertising remains a viable strategy for SHAF groups today. In 2007, the Freedom From Religion Foundation began advertising with billboards carrying messages skeptical of religion, such as "Beware of Dogma" (Madison, Wisconsin). 2 That was not the first time that an atheist group had advertised in the United States, 3 but it was the beginning of a spate of advertisements on billboards and buses — advertisements that have continued through the present. In 2008, the Freedom From Religion Foundation continued advertising on billboards, and other organizations created their own billboard ads, such as one placed by the American Humanist Association in early 2008 that read, "Don't believe in God? You are not alone" (Ridgefield, New Jersey). The growing interest in public advertising led the American Humanist Association to launch an ad campaign in Washington, DC, during the 2008 Christmas season. Because billboards are not allowed in DC, the organization opted instead to advertise on buses. We believe that this was the first instance of SHAF bus advertising in the United States. While the American Humanist Association was contemplating its Christmas season campaign in the summer of 2008, London resident Ariane Sherine began planning what would eventually become the widely publicized London atheist bus campaign (see Chapter 15 in this volume); she made that decision in response to a Christian bus advertisement that directed people to a website warning nonbelievers that they would be tormented in hell. In October 2008, Sherine began to raise money for the London atheist bus campaign, whose banner was to read, "There's Probably no God. Now Stop Worrying and Enjoy Your Life." In November 2008, the American Humanist Association's first bus ad appeared: a picture of a shrugging Santa Claus and text that read, "Why believe in a god? Just be good for goodness' sake." The ad included the American



Throughout this chapter we note the location of advertising campaigns in parentheses following the mention of the campaign. Madalyn Murray. 1989. An Atheist Epic: The Complete Unexpurgated Story of How Bible 3 and Prayers Were Removed from the Public Schools of the United States. 2nd edition. Austin, Tex: American Atheist Press.; O'Hair, Madalyn Murray. 1989. Freedom under Siege: The Impact of Organized Religion on Your Liberty and Your Pocketbook. Cranford, New Jersey: American Atheist Press First.; Personal communication with Frank R. Zindler. February 21, 2014. "Aerial Advertizing." 2



USA: SECULARIST, HUMANIST, ATHEIST, AND FREETHOUGHT 



371



Humanist Association uRL and telephone number. A couple of months later — in January 2009 — buses in England began to display Sherine's ad. Following the London and DC bus ads, organizations in other u.s. cities soon initiated their own campaigns. The Freedom From Religion Foundation began displaying banners on buses in Madison, Wisconsin, in February 2009, and during the same month the New Orleans Secular Humanist Association began to run streetcar ads in New Orleans. That same year, SHAF organizations ran bus ads in Boston, Chicago, New York City, Portland, Philadelphia, San Francisco, Seattle, and in several smaller cities as well. Since 2009, dozens of bus advertisement campaigns have taken place throughout the United States. Several cities have had two or more campaigns from 2008 through 2013. Washington, DC — the city with the largest number of campaigns — had nine different campaigns split among four different supporting organizations during the 2008-2013 period. The rapidity with which the bus advertisement campaigns spread across the United States seems somewhat surprising when first considered. However, most of these campaigns were undertaken and funded by national SHAF organizations, such as the American Humanist Association, the Freedom From Religion Foundation, American Atheists, and the United Coalition of Reason. That these campaigns were undertaken by large, national organizations underscores the importance of resource mobilization in social movement activism: resources — even more than factors such as the drive to succeed — matter in determining whether a social movement is successful. 4



16.2 Legal Responses



In most us cities the bus advertisement campaigns have met little or no legal resistance. In two cities, however, resistance to the ads prevented them from appearing. In yet other instances the resistance ironically benefitted the campaigns by generating publicity. According to constitutional law in the United States, a state actor must remain viewpoint neutral in regulating speech. 5 Therefore, if a transit agency allows advertisements within a category such as religion or politics, it cannot allow some ads within the category while forbidding others. For example, a transit agency that chooses to accept ads promoting 4 McCarthy, John D., and Mayer N. Zald. 1977. "Resource Mobilization and Social Movements: A Partial Theory." American Journal of Sociology 82: 1212-1241. 5 Chemerinsky, Erwin. 2006. Constitutional Law: Principles and Policies Aspen Publishers, New York, New York.
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Christianity would be required to accept ads promoting atheism or humanism as well. Of course, transit agencies and other organizations can still employ other standards that influence which ads are accepted and which are not, such as standards excluding obscene language. For the 2008-2013 period, we found eight cities where SHAF advertising campaigns encountered considerable resistance. The next subsection outlines, in chronological order, the main legal issues in those cities. 16.2.1 Cities Where Legal Issues Have Arisen In spring 2009, a request was made to the Greater Lynchburg Transit Company of Lynchburg, Virginia, to place a banner on buses that would say, "Don't believe in a Supreme Being? You are not alone." However, the transit company cited a 2007 decision not to allow ads for any special-interest groups, personal causes, or political campaigns. According to the Richmond Times Dispatch, however, no such vote was actually recorded in 2007. 6 After the request for the atheist bus ad, the transit company voted and made the stated policy official. The Greater Lynchburg Transit Company's buses include the campus shuttle for Liberty University, a Christian college founded by Jerry Falwell.? In the end, no atheist bus ads appeared in Lynchurg. Also in the spring of 2009, a local SHAF organization created specifically for advertising on buses — the Indiana Atheist Bus Campaign — attempted to have ad banners displayed on buses in South Bend, Indiana, to coincide with President Obama's visit to deliver Notre Dame's commencement address. The bus company stated that it needed to have a board meeting in order to make a decision about the advertising. The ad, which read, "You can be good without God," eventually was put on buses, but not in time for the President's visit. During that same spring, the Indiana Atheist Bus Campaign was attempting to place identical banners on buses in Bloomington, Indiana, as well. Bl00mington's transportation agency rejected the ads, calling them "controversial."' The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) of Indiana then filed a lawsuit on behalf of the Indiana Atheist Bus Campaign. According to the settlement reached in July 2009, the transportation agency would reimburse the AC LU of 6 Petska, Alicia. "Lynchburg bus firm rejects anti-religion ad; The process leads G LTC to revisit its advertising policy," Richmond Times Dispatch, April 5, wog, p. B08. 7 Whether the influence of Liberty University directly or indirectly prevented the ads from appearing, we do not know. 8 "After Lawsuit Settlement, Indiana Atheist Bus Campaign Ads You Can be Good without God' Appear on Bloomington Buses." August 10, 2009. Press release. http://atheistbillboards. com/zoog/o8/you-can-be-good-without-god/. -
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Indiana for part of their legal fees and the ad could be shown on buses. In August, the ad finally made it onto Bloomington buses. That same month, buses in Des Moines, Iowa, began to display a bus ad saying, "Don't believe in God? You are not alone." After only three days, Des Moines' transit agency removed the banners because of an "overwhelming" number of complaints. 9 With help from the AC LU, the organization behind the ad — Iowa Atheists and Freethinkers (with support from the United Coalition of Reason) — convinced the transit agency to put the ad banners hack up. It was the transit agency that paid to have the banners reproduced. Four months later, in December 2009, Iowa Atheists and Freethinkers initiated a second ad campaign in Des Moines, with the message "Being good for goodness' sake." The organization did not encounter any notable difficulty the second time around. The city that received the most national news coverage because of atheist bus ads was Fort Worth, Texas. The organization that financed the ads in Fort Worth — the DallasFort Worth Coalition of Reason — had only enough funds to place banners on four Fort Worth buses. The banners appeared in December 2010, with the message, "Millions of Americans are good without God." Some local ministers became determined to boycott the buses upon hearing about the forthcoming campaign. When the ad appeared, they followed through with their plan. Some local Christians argued that the fact that the advertisement appeared around Christmas made it an attack on their religion.10 One local religious group paid for a billboard truck to follow one of the buses with its own ads that read, "2.1 Billion People are Good With God" and "I still love you. — God,"" and another religious group put up a banner asking, "What if there really is a God?" on the rear panel of a bus with the atheist ad. In mid-December, the Fort Worth Transportation authority decided to ban all advertising with a message related to religion. 12



9 1



news broadcast. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SRNMDByrZfA (accessed May 25, 2014). "Atheists Don't Need God, So Pastors Don't Need Buses." CBS DFW. December 2, 2010. http:// dfw.cbslocal.com /2o10/12/02/bus-billboards-say-atheists-good-without-god/(accessed May 25, 2014). "'God's Message' Follows Ft. Worth Atheist Bus Ads." CBN News. December io, 2010. hap,/ /w ww.cbn.corn/cbnnews/us/201o/December/Gods-Message-Follows-Ft-Worth -Atheist-Bus-Ads-/. Dickson, Gordon. "Religious ads banned from Fort Worth Buses." Star-Telegram. December 16, 2010. http://www.star-telegram.com/2010/12/15/2708144/religious-ads-banned-from -fort.html?rh, (accessed May 25, 2014). WHO-HD
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In the fall of 2011, the Spokane Coalition of Reason wanted to advertise in Spokane, Washington, but experienced minor resistance to an ad that said, "Are you good without God? Millions are." The Spokane Transit Authority accepted the ad, telling the press that the agency could not limit free speech. The advertising agency, in contrast, refused the ad, saying that it could be harmful or offensive. However, a lawyer from the United Coalition of Reason sent a public disclosure request, asking to see what other organizations had been denied the opportunity to advertise on Spokane buses and why. The advertising vendor then switched course and produced the banner. 13 As was the case in Fort Worth, there was a considerable amount of media coverage concerning atheist bus ads in Little Rock, Arkansas. Buses in Little Rock carried the same message as buses in Spokane: "Are you good without God? Millions are." The Central Arkansas Coalition of Reason attempted to time the ads to coincide with a festival that was to be held in May 20n. The transportation agency did not reject the ads outright, but demanded a deposit of $36,000 because of the possibility of "a terroristic act, such as tossing a Molotov Cocktail" (in the words of the vendor's attorney).1 4 According to Fred Edwords, who is the national director of the United Coalition of Reason and who has helped place many billboard and bus ads, vandalism to SHAF advertisements has never cost near that much. 15 In an email to the media broker handling the campaign, the advertising vendor wrote, "Arkansas is the buckle of the Bible Belt and I can easily envision zealots or upstanding citizens with a strong faith acting out."1 6 The United Coalition of Reason filed a lawsuit, and in August a judge granted a preliminary injunction. The judge did require a $15,000 deposit, but that money was eventually returned to the Central Arkansas Coalition of Reason. The ads finally appeared on buses in October 2011. Lastly, in late 2013 the Pittsburgh Coalition of Reason attempted to start an ad campaign in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, with the message, "Don't believe in God? You are not alone." The local transportation agency rejected the ad, citing a policy against religious advertising. Following that decision, the United Coalition of Reason filed a lawsuit. In July 2014, it was reported that the transportation
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"Atheist Ads to Run on STA Buses?" KHQ Q6. July 21, 2011. http://www.khq.com/ story/15122188/atheist-ads-to-run-on-sta-buses (accessed May 25, 2014). Brantley, Max. "Atheists Sue over Refusal of Bus Ad," Arkansas Times, June 1, 2011. http:// www.arktimes.com/ArkansasBlog/archives/2011/06/01/atheists-sue-over-refusal0f-bus -ad (accessed August 12, 2014). Edwords, Fred. Interview by Marcus Mann. February 24, 201 4. Brantley, "Atheists Sue over Refusal of Bus Ad."
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agency had settled the lawsuit, agreeing to disburse $40,000 in legal fees and $20,000 in damages to the United Coalition of Reason.1 7 16.2.2 Interpreting the Legal Issues Involving the Ads



From 2008 to the end of 2013 there were bus campaigns in twenty-three cities, with legal issues in six of those twenty-three cities and two cities where a campaign was attempted but never implemented. On the whole, therefore, legal issues arose only a minority of the time, but it was a substantial minority. Fred Edwords believes that the climate in recent years has been ideal for atheist advertising.1 8 According to Edwords, a few decades ago the idea of rejecting religion was too taboo for widespread public advertising to make much of an impact. Despite public antipathy towards atheism, there was some advertising in the 198os. For instance, American Atheists ran a "dial an atheist" campaign in print and electronic media (as well as on a banner flown behind a plane in Ohio) that directed people to a phone number leading to a recorded message about atheism.'° At the peak of the advertisement campaign, the "dial an atheist" messages were so popular that those running the campaign had to invest in multiple answering machines to handle the calls received. The growing acceptance of S HAF worldviews is arguably a manifestation of secularization. 20 In the last twenty to twenty-five years in the United States, the percentage of the population that does not identify with any religion has more than doubled, 2 1 and this growth has been accompanied by an increased acceptance of atheism. 22 Just as the religious mainstream in the United States, which originally was Protestant, has widened over time to include Catholicism,



17 



18 19 



"Port Authority settles suit over atheism ads." Pittsburgh Post Gazette, July 3, 2°14. http:// www.post-gazette.com/locabregion/2o14/ 07/04/Port-Authority-settles-suit-over-atheism -ads/stories/2014o7o40024. Edwords, Fred. Interview by Marcus Mann. February 24, 21314. Zindler, Frank R. 2on. Through Atheist Eyes: Scenes From a World That Won't Reason. Volume iv: Omnium Gatherum. Cranford, New Jersey: American Atheist Press. Bruce, Steve. 2002. God Is Dead: Secularization in the West. London: Blackwell Publishers. Kosmin, Barry A., ArielaKeysar, Ryan T. Cragun, and Juhem Navarro-Rivera. 2oo9. American Nones: The Profile of the No Religion Population. Hartford, CT: Institute for the Study of Secularism in Society and Culture. Jones, Jeffrey M. 2012. "Atheists, Muslims See Most Bias as Presidential Candidates." gallup. com, accessed May 24, 2°14 (http://www.gallup.com/pol1/155285/Atheists-Muslims-Bias -Presidential-Candidates.aspx?utm_source=alert8cutm_medium=email8cutm campaign=syndicationRcutm_content=morelink&utmterm=Election%2o2o12%2o-Vozo Politics%zo-%2oReligion). -
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Judaism, and other religions, 23 as the nonreligious segment of the population grows, atheists themselves may gain broader acceptance. A good illustration of the growing acceptance of the nonreligious comes from President Barack Obama's first inauguration speech, in which he said, "We are a nation of Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus, and nonbelievers." That is not to suggest that atheists and other nonbelievers will be embraced by the mainstream anytime soon; atheists remain strongly disliked by many people. 24 Current levels of prejudice against atheism may, in fact, be facilitating the efforts of the various advertising campaigns. If atheism were widely accepted, the campaigns would receive little attention. But if atheism were still completely taboo, there would have been no campaign: in an environment where the great majority of people are repelled by the idea of atheism, such a campaign probably would be very unsuccessful and therefore would not be worth executing. Thus, when Fred Edwords suggested the climate is ideal for advertising at the moment, it is likely because, in general, atheism is edgy enough to create controversy but not so controversial as to render atheist advertising infeasible. When journalists cover atheist advertising, there are many more people who see or hear the message of the ads in news reports than who actually view the ads on a bus or elsewhere — especially when negative reactions to the ads have made it possible for the media to center their story on controversy. Ironically, then, on a number of occasions resistance to the ads has made it possible for s HAF organizations to take legal action, generating more interest from the news media and working more effectively toward the actual goal of the ads — to reach a large number of people with their message. For example, in Bloomington, Fort Worth, South Bend, Spokane, and Little Rock, the legal issues were highlighted in national and local news stories. Resistance to the ads probably has not aided the s HAF movement in every case. As noted earlier, the ad campaigns in Lynchburg, Virginia, and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, never took place because of policies barring advertising that advocates any point of view regarding religion. Although in Fort Worth the ads did appear and resistance to the ads generated a great deal of publicity, the final decision in Fort Worth was the same — to ban all advertising advocating Alba, Richard, and Victor Nee. 2003. Remaking the American Mainstream: Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 24 Cragun, Ryan T., Patrick Henry, Casey P. Homan, and Joseph Hammer. 2012. "Whom Do People Dislike More: Atheists or Cultists?" Interdisciplinar yjounzal of Research on Religion 8: 1-19. See also Edgell, Penny, Joseph Gerteis, and Douglas Hartmann. 2606. "Atheists as 'Other': Moral Boundaries and Cultural Membership in American Society." American Sociological Review 71: 211 - 234.
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for or against religion. Critical and feminist scholarship suggests that forbidding the expression of any point of view on a given issue privileges the hegemonic point of view, because it prevents the hegemon from being challenged. 25 The dominant view has much less of a need to be advertised, because it is already widespread. Similar to the way that media coverage of sports reinforces hegemonic masculinity by spending a disproportionate amount of time on men's sports while paying little attention to women's sports, 26 suppressing advertising related to religion may affect those promoting nonreligious messages more than those promoting religious messages as it prevents challenges to dominant ideas about religiosity in the United States.



16.3 Functions of the Advertising Campaigns



Sociologist Robert Merton is well known for his theory of the different types of functions that social actions can have. 27 A manifest function is consciously intended and expected, whereas a latent function is not consciously intended or expected. Merton gives the example of a rain dance, which has a manifest function of invoking rain and a latent function of strengthening solidarity. In the United States, the atheist bus advertisements have had a number of manifest functions and likely some latent functions as well. The reason that SHAF organizations most often give for the bus ads is to send a positive message to atheists. One such message is that atheists do not need to feel isolated. Examples of such ads are "Don't believe in God? You are not alone" (Des Moines, Iowa, and Detroit, Michigan), "Don't believe in a God? Join the Club" (Washington, DC ), "Doubts about Religion? You're one of many" (Washington, Dc ), and "Are you good without God? Millions of Americans are" (Little Rock, Arkansas; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Portland, Oregon; and Spokane, Washington). Most of the bus ads have included a website and/or a phone number of a SHAF organization so that people who are interested are able to find like-minded people. Very much in line with this first manifest 25 



Brown, David. 1999. "Complicity and Reproduction in Teaching Physical Education." Sport, Education and Society 4(2):143-159•; Connell, R.W., and James W. Messerschmidt.



26 27 



2005. "Hegemonic Masculinity Rethinking the Concept." Gender & Society 19(6): 829-859.; Craig, Steve. Men, Masculinity, and the Media. Newbury Park: SAGE Publications, Inc., 1992. Messner, Michael A. Power at Play: Sports and the Problem of Masculinity. Boston: Beacon Press,1995. Merton, Robert. Social Theory and Social Structure. New York: The Free Press, i968. See Chapter 3.
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function, the director of the United Coalition of Reason has been very explicit in stating, "The point of this [...] campaign is to reach out to the millions of humanists, atheists and agnostics living in the United States. [...] We hope this will serve as a beacon and let them know they aren't alone." 28 Another positive message that some ads have sent to atheists is the idea that atheists do not need God in order to be happy or to feel confident in their sense of morality or purpose in life. The original advertisement in London conveyed that message in stating, "There's Probably no God. Now Stop Worrying and Enjoy Your Life." In the United States, banners have declared, "No God? No problem! Be good for goodness' sake" (Washington, DC), or simply stated, "Being good for goodness' sake" (Des Moines, Iowa). Another campaign featured "testimony" from real atheists, such as one person who asserted, "I don't need a God to be happy" (Madison, Wisconsin). These testimonies also encouraged atheists to come out of the closet by showing real people who are atheists. For instance, the actress Julia Sweeney quipped in one advertisement, "OMG, there is no God!" One of the manifest functions of these testimonies is clear in the name of the campaign: "Out of the Closet." The second manifest function of the bus ads is to convey the message to non-atheists that atheists are numerous and that they can be just as happy and moral as other people. For example, one series of ads showed groups of four people accompanied by the (inaccurate) text, "i in 4 is an atheist" (Seattle, Washington). 29 The previously cited ad "Are you good without God? Millions of Americans are" also fulfills this second manifest function, as do similar versions of the message, such as "Millions of Americans are good without God" (Forth Worth, Texas) and "Millions of Americans are living happily without religion" (Washington, DC). These ads reminding atheists that they can feel confident in their morality also can be read as communicating a similar message to non-atheists. Other ads that attempted to explain that people do not need God to have moral and meaningful lives include "You don't need God to hope, to care, to love, to live" (Washington, DC), "You don't have to believe in God to be a moral or ethical person" (New York, New York), and banners



28 29 



"Godless Ads Now on Portland Buses." Novemberf7, 2009. Press release. http://atheistbillboards.com/ 20°9/ 11/ are-you-good-with out-god-mill ions-are-7/. It became clear from the media and public scrutiny of these ads that the group behind the ads, Seattle Atheists, was referring to the statistic that one in four Washingtonians do not identify with any particular religion; it is clear that many who do not identify with a religion still believe in God. In one television interview, a Seattle Atheists board member conceded, "We are using a broader definition than most people do for the word 'atheist; that's certainly true."
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showcasing the charitable giving of Warren Buffet and Bill Gates, stating that each man is "good without God" and asking, "Are you?" (Champaign, Illinois). Some of the people affiliated with the ads have made statements supporting this second manifest function. For example, a member of Seattle Atheists said, "Atheists are pretty much like everyone else. They're... people who take pride in their work, love their families, and appreciate the great things about America, just like religious people." 3 ° Similarly, a spokesperson from the Portland Coalition of Reason stated, "We want people to understand that humanists, freethinkers, agnostics and atheists are essentially like everyone else," 3 ' and the director of the American Humanist Association noted, "We want to change the way people think and talk about nontheists, and to pave the way for acceptance of humanism as a valid and positive philosophy of life." 32 Why do these freethinking organizations find it necessary to repeatedly make the case that atheism is not inherently immoral or amoral? As noted earlier, studies consistently show that atheists are some of the most disliked people in the United States, 33 with just over 50 percent of Americans now reporting they would vote for an atheist for President, a substantial increase since the 195os when the figure was less than 20 percent. 34 A growing body of research has shown that prejudice against atheists is tied to distrust. 35 That is, there are many people who believe that, if a person does not believe in God, 3o 



Pulkkinen, Levi, "1 in 4 an atheist? Probably not," Seattle Post-Intelligencer, December 13, 2011. http://www.seattlepi.com/local/article/t-in-4-an-atheist-Probably-not-2400965.php. " Godless Ads Now on Portland Buses." November 17, 2009. Press release. http:// 31 atheistbi I lboards.com/ 2oo9/11/are-you-good-without-god-millions-are-7/. 32 "Humanists Launch First-Ever National Godless Holiday Campaign." November 23, 2009. Press release. http:/ /atheistbillboards.com/2oo9/11/ no-god-no-problem-be-good-for-good ness-sake!. Cragun, Ryan T., Patrick Henry, Casey P. Homan, and Joseph Hammer. 2012. "Whom Do 33 People Dislike More: Atheists or Cultists?" Interdisciplinagjournal of Research on Religion 8: 1-19. See also Edgell, Penny, Joseph Gerteis, and Douglas Hartmann. 2006. "Atheists as 'Other': Moral Boundaries and Cultural Membership in American Society." American Sociological Review 71: 211-234. 34 



Bowman, Karlyn, Norman Ornstein, Michael Barone, and Henry Olsen. 2012. AEI Political D.C.: American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research. Retrieved May 13, 2014 (http://www.aei.org/files/2o12/o7/19/-aei -political-report-july-zo12_1538336886o7.pdf). Gervais, Will M. 2011. "Finding the Faithless: Perceived Atheist Prevalence Reduces AntiAtheist Prejudice." Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 37(4):543 - 556.; Gervais, Will M., Azim F. Shariff, and Arallorenzayan. 2011. "Do You Believe in Atheists? Distrust Is Central to Anti-Atheist Prejudice." Journal of Personality and Social Psychology
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then he or she is less likely to feel responsible to a higher power and therefore more likely to behave selfishly. Advertising that humanizes atheists and portrays them as trustworthy may result in lower levels of prejudice. Advertising is not the only social force that may increase the vitality of s HAF organizations and nonbelievers in general. Ironically, the considerable challenge of gaining public acceptance also might energize them. Christian Smith has argued that one of the greatest sources of strength for American evangelicals is their common belief that they are an embattled group in society. Though they feel embattled, evangelicals generally do not retreat from society but instead engage with it. Smith writes, "The evangelical movement... flourishes on difference, engagement, tension, conflict, and threat." 36 Similarly, s HAF organizations may flourish as a result of individual atheists and freethinkers sensing conflict and tension with society. When atheists and freethinkers perceive tension, they may turn to social movement organizations to provide them with a sense of identity and camaraderie, which in turn bolsters the membership and strength of sHAF organizations. One of the sources of tension between nonbelievers and mainstream society is violations of the separation of church and state. Thus, it is not surprising that a few of the bus ads have the manifest function of advocating for churchstate separation. For example, some advertisements have made straightforward demands to keep church and state separate, such as "Keep religion OUT of government" (Kent, Ohio) and "God and government: a dangerous mix; keep church and state separate" (Washington, DC). These church-and-state ads were part of a campaign by the Freedom From Religion Foundation, an organization whose chief objective is to promote the separation of church and state. A spokesperson from the foundation made clear the function of this advertising campaign: "We are seeking to lay to rest that dangerous revisionist myth that the United States is a 'Christian nation7 37 Astute readers may be wondering whether these campaigns also included a manifest effort to convert people to nonbelief. The many messages we observed as part of the campaign suggest this was a latent function or at most a marginal component of the campaigns. For example, one ad stated, "In the beginning, man created God" (Chicago, Illinois). Another set of ads comprised quotations from famous atheists such as Mark Twain and Butterfly McQueen, with the former asserting, "Faith is believing what you know ain't so," (Chicago, Illinois, 36 37 



Smith, Christian. 1998. American Evangelicalism: Embattled and Thriving. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. See page 153 especially. "Bus sign notes America is not a Christian nation." September 2, 2on. Press release. http:/ / atheistbillboards.com/2on/o9/the-united-states-is-not-founded-2/.
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and Madison, Wisconsin) and the latter declaring, "As my ancestors are free from slavery, I am free from the slavery of religion" (Chicago, Illinois; Madison, Wisconsin; and Washington, Dc). The ads cited in this paragraph are among the most explicitly critical of religion of all the ads we examined as part of the campaign. Even so, many of the other ads quoted in this chapter also could be viewed as latent efforts at proselytizing, given that they implicitly suggest that it is okay to be nonreligious or a nonbeliever. The latent nature of any proselytizing components of the ads is supported by the positions taken by the organizations behind the ads, which have never stated explicitly that they are attempting to increase the number of atheists. In fact, some of these organizations have asserted the opposite. For instance, in 2009 the president of the New Orleans Secular Humanist Association said, "We don't proselytize," 38 and the director of the American Humanist Association declared that the goal "is to attract the interest of those who already believe as we do. We're not trying to convert people." 39 Additional evidence that there may have been a latent effort to proselytize comes from a campaign tellingly called "Consider Humanism." This campaign paired draconian Bible verses with more modern-sounding quotations from humanists on the same topic (for example, a Biblical call to violence paired with a humanist's call for peace). Whether or not there is a latent goal of leading people away from belief in God or religion, the ads might have led some people in that direction. Moving from believing in God to not believing tends to be a slow, incremental process, 4 ° and it is conceivable that seeing a bus advertisement could serve as one of many steps on the path to atheism. Of course, it is not possible to know the intentions or motivations of the creators of these advertisements other than those intentions and motivations explicitly stated in interviews and press releases. It is important to remember, however, that the atheist bus ads in the United States have not been conducted by a unitary actor. Many different SHAF organizations have run bus ad campaigns, and it is very likely that the organizations' aims have varied. The next section of this chapter examines how the ads differed in their tone, looks into 38 
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gives ads its blessing." January 31, 2009. Press release. http://atheistbillboards .com/2oo9/m/dont-believe-in-god-you-are-not-alone-27/. Gray, Steven, "Is God Dead? Or Just Not Riding the Bus?" Time, May 28, 2oo9. http:// content.time.com/time/nation/article/o,8599,19m3oLoo.html. Smith, Jesse M. 2011. "Becoming an Atheist in America: Constructing Identity and Meaning from the Rejection of Theism." Sociology of Religion 72(2): 215-237.
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how the public's response to the ads has differed, and offers some thoughts on why these differences may exist.



16.4 



Religious Pluralism vs. Exclusivity in the Ad Campaigns



Although it might be tempting to frame the controversies over the bus ads as legal manifestations of a broader conflict between atheism and Christianity in American culture, the data we have collected suggest that this is too simplistic an interpretation and that the controversy engendered by these ads is not easily split down religious/nonreligious lines. The evidence against bringing such a reading to hear on these bus ad campaigns and the public response to them is available to us in two parts. First, although some people have interpreted the ads as aggressive and hostile, the fact remains that the ads have tended to focus on reaching out to atheists and only occasionally have directly critiqued religion. Second, the public response to these ad campaigns, at least as reflected in news coverage on television, in newspapers, and online, suggests that the primary factor differentiating people who responded favorably to the ads and people who responded unfavorably is not whether they are religious or irreligious. Rather, the main divide seems to be between advocates of religious pluralism — who generally view the wide range of religious and irreligious perspectives as either neutral or beneficial for society — and exclusivists, or antipluralists, who do not hold that view. Pluralists, many of whom are Christian or otherwise religious, tend to regard atheist advertising as just one more voice in a multi-vocal country. In the bus ads themselves, but even more so in the public response to the ads, we see evidence of a pluralistic worldview contrasted against exclusive religious (and occasionally exclusive irreligious) standpoints. Most bus ads were not explicitly critical of religious belief. Instead, they were aimed primarily toward sending nonbelievers the message that they are numerous and their worldviews are legitimate. We interpreted such an approach as compatible with the values of religious pluralism. Some ads, however, were explicitly critical of religious belief, condemned specific Bible passages as immoral, or urged the audience to abandon belief in God. These ads we interpreted as incompatible with the values of religious pluralism; that is, we interpreted them as 'exclusive', in their view of acceptable (ir)religiosity, as they suggested that atheism is better or more reasonable than theism. Of the forty-two campaigns we identified and analyzed, we categorized twenty-seven as 'pluralistic' (compatible with the values of religious pluralism, though not necessarily promoting those values) and fifteen as 'exclusive'. That is, approximately two-thirds of the bus ad campaigns refrained from attacking religious
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belief and opted instead to reach out directly to the irreligious or send the message that there is nothing wrong with being an atheist or being nonreligious. Of course, one could argue that such a distinction is a highly subjective one to make, and that may be so. After all, the most robust public backlashes against these ads (in Fort Worth and Little Rock) were in response to ads that we labeled as pluralistic. That somewhat surprising result is likely a reflection of the cultural milieus in which the ad campaigns took place as opposed to a reflection of the content of the ads themselves. Some SHAF activists might contest our labeling of some of these ads as exclusive given that certain ads seem to be just stating facts (e.g., the "Consider Humanism" campaign, which contrasted ostensibly sexist quotations from the Bible against modern progressive quotations from famous humanists). In the following paragraphs we delineate the process by which we categorized each ad into the `pluralistic' or `exclusive' category in order to help readers better understand our conclusions. Many of the bus ads that ran in the United States reflected what we consider a pluralistic message, such as the following: "You can be good without God"; "Good without God? Millions of Americans are"; and "Millions of Americans are good without God." We found twelve pluralistic campaigns 4 1 that testified to the ability of atheists and non-believers to be moral people, making this the most advertised message in our findings. We considered this message to be pluralistic because it makes no judgments about religious people and instead simply affirms the ability of atheists to live moral lives. Likewise, ads with messages such as "Don't believe in God? You are not alone" served to affirm atheism for nonbelievers. We identified six such ad campaigns, only four of which were actually launched. Equally straightforward were ads that directly attacked religion. One bus ad that ran in various cities on behalf of the Freedom From Religion Foundation was a quotation from Richard Dawkins that read, "The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all of fiction." Ads like this one were classified as exclusive. Advertisements that advocated for the separation of church and state were more difficult to categorize. One such advertisement from the Freedom From Religion Foundation, for example, paraphrased John Adams from the Treaty of Tripoli, stating, "The United States is not founded on the Christian religion" (Corvallis, Oregon and Kent, Ohio). Another, more direct, advertisement from the Freedom From Religion Foundation read, "Keep Religion OUT 41 Such campaigns appeared in Boston, Massachusetts; Des Moines, Iowa; Detroit, Michigan; Fayetteville, Arkansas; Fort Worth, Texas; Little Rock, Arkansas; New York, New York; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; South Bend, Indiana; Spokane, Washington; and Washington, DC.
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of Government" (Kent, Ohio). These ads we interpreted as pluralistic in that, as opposed to advocating for one worldview above any other, the ads were a call for secularism in the true definition of the word — that is, a call for the government to be functionally agnostic on religious matters. Other ads tested the boundaries of our categorizations by not being directly antagonistic to religion but still explicitly questioning its usefulness or legitimacy. An example is the first advertisement in this study's chronology, the 2008 ad from Washington, DC, that featured a shrugging Santa saying, "Why believe in a God? Just be good for goodness' sake." This statement we interpreted as exclusive because it implies that belief in God is gratuitous, which is an implicit criticism of religions whose tenets include belief in one or more gods. Responses to the campaigns as reflected in media coverage provide another perspective on the question of pluralism versus exclusivity. Note that our analysis of media coverage is subject to the same general criticism as all analyses of media coverage are — namely, that one cannot know what the majority of the public thought about the ad campaigns, only those individuals who were selected by reporters and news organizations to comment on these campaigns. Because reporters and news organizations have already filtered people's reactions to the campaigns, our findings cannot say much about the wider public response itself. The unit of analysis cannot be as straightforward here as it was for the bus ad campaigns themselves, so we focused on what we call 'voices' in an attempt to measure the prevalence of pluralism and exclusivity in media coverage of the public response. We examine three types of voices that were common in the news coverage and could be deemed either compatible with the values of religious pluralism or exclusivity. They were: (1) the voice of the medium reporting the news; (2) the voice of any members of clergy who were interviewed, and; (3) the voice of the 'person on the street'; this third type of voice was a prominent feature of local television coverage. We did not measure the voices of official spokespeople — that is, the spokespeople of SHAF organizations (whose voices we consider represented by the ads themselves), the government, and private ad agencies (whose voices we consider sufficiently represented in our section on legal responses). In total, we analyzed 54 news stories about the bus ads. Local news coverage, which composed the vast majority of the data we collected, universally reflected a dispassionate approach to reporting on the various events surrounding the atheist bus ad campaigns. Such an approach, of course, is compatible with the values of religious pluralism, and this approach accounted for fifty-one of the fifty-four news stories examined. The remaining three were from national news outlets (Fox News, MSNBC, and The Blaze), each of which was critical of the bus advertising.
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In the news stories we analyzed, although the journalists themselves generally spoke or wrote with a dispassionate tone, many sought the opinions of local clergy on the bus ads. In total, we counted twenty-two members of clergy who were asked about their views of the bus ads. Thirteen expressed views compatible with religious pluralism, and nine reacted to the ads with hostility while arguing for the importance of Christianity in the United States. The clergy members whose responses reflected pluralistic values often referenced the need for more honest dialogue and communication about matters of religion in the United States. Some even expressed appreciation that these ads might provide an additional opening for them to spread their own message. As one Des Moines area Lutheran pastor told a local news reporter, "I think the more people can have an honest conversation and have honest opportunities and he given environments where they can seek the truth about whether or not there's a God, the better." 42 Those who were critical tended to see the ads as a direct threat to theism and Christianity, which they considered the moral foundation of American society. Some even interpreted the most innocuous ads as an intentional affront to Christianity rather than as outreach to atheists or even a critique of religion or theism in general. For example, a pastor interviewed on Fox News in regard to an ad that said, "You can be good without God," responded by stating "I feel like it's a direct insult to Christianity." 43 Local television coverage, as well as some print and Internet articles, featured voices from a 'person on the street'. In our data, these 'person on the street' opinions were nearly evenly divided between pluralistic and exclusivist views. More likely than not, this fairly even split reflects most news outlets' desire to offer equal time to opposing voices on a given issue (as opposed to reflecting the actual mix of public sentiment). Out of the thirty-six voices of individuals we analyzed, we coded nineteen as religiously pluralistic and seventeen as exclusivist. The pluralistic voices primarily emphasized freedom of speech and an open public square as important American values. As one Portland, Oregon, woman who was interviewed in response to one of the ad campaigns ("Are you good without God? Millions are.") said, "I think we have freedom of speech and that's what it's all about." The person-on-the-street reactions that we coded as exclusivist typically conveyed anger, disappointment, or general disapproval of the ads' messages. An example is the statement of a Little Rock, Arkansas, man 42 
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who spoke to a local news affiliate while standing in front of a bus ad ("Are you good without God? Millions are"). The man said, "Without God, you don't have anything. Without God, you have nothing." Pointing at the ad, he lamented, "Look at that, man. That's a shame."'" A handful of voices stated that they did not think atheists should be allowed to advertise, and others conveyed antipathy. Two voices, however, criticized the ads while also asserting that atheists should be allowed to advertise. We categorized these two voices as compatible with the values of religious pluralism. As another Little Rock bus rider commented, "As far as I'm concerned, I think it's an insult... [but] it's a free country. You can do what you want to. Now, whether anybody's going to agree with it or not is a different thing." 45 In summary, we found a total of eighty-two voices compatible with religious pluralism and thirty exclusivist voices, most of which seemed geared toward protecting Christianity and theism as unquestioned and necessary qualities of the American experience. We found no voices (from media, clergy, or people on the street) expressing an exclusivist atheist view (i.e., arguing that everyone should be an atheist, that atheism is the only appropriate worldview, or that atheists should be allowed to advertise while Christians should be forbidden from such activity). We also found a marked divergence between national and local coverage, with the former more prone to adopt a frame that pitted a Christian outlook against atheism and secularism while favoring the Christian outlook. Local news journalists in their own speech or writing tended to simply communicate the facts and details of the ad campaigns and ensuing controversies, while introducing subjective perspectives through interviews. In general, both the ads themselves and the voices present in local media accounts of the ads reflect an embrace of religious pluralism that would not be fully captured by an analysis focusing on national news coverage only. Furthermore, we find pluralism in every component of our analysis, including the reactions of Christian citizens and clergy. Although hostile responses to these ads are certainly present, our findings suggest — as much as our limited sample can allow — that the preponderance of responses are pluralistic; on the whole, people seem to view freedom of speech and freedom of religion more favorably than they view attempts to decrease pluralism.



THVit news broadcast. https://www.youtube.com/watch?y=QyeUKgdCeVVE (accessed May 25, 2014). 45 Foxi6 news broadcast. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LaUjKPL3LG4 (accessed May 25, 2014). 44
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How does one interpret the pluralism characteristic of most of the ads and most responses to the ads? It would be difficult to attempt to answer that question without at least a brief consideration of the history of normative religiosity in the United States. One especially influential study on that topic is Will Herberg's book Protestant, Catholic, Jew," which documented the role of immigration in increasing religious heterogeneity. Culturally acceptable forms of religiosity had expanded beyond Protestantism to Catholicism and Judaism by the middle of the twentieth century (though discrimination against Catholics and Jews certainly has not been eradicated, even as of today). More recent research has noted a continuation of this trend to include other religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam to varying degrees. 47 However, atheism has yet to become culturally acceptable in the United States." Atheists remain one of the most distrusted 'religious' groups in the United States, perhaps the most distrusted." Yet, there are signs that religious pluralism and, more specifically, interfaith activism, are beginning to gain cultural prominence, 50 thereby starting to make room for atheists and the irreligious in the American religious landscape. It could be that the pluralism typical of most SHAF bus advertising reflects the broader cultural move towards pluralism. On the other hand, pluralistic advertising could be interpreted as a necessary strategy for organizations whose worldviews are considered deviant by many Americans. Of course, these two hypotheses are not mutually exclusive. We have examined the underlying pluralism and exclusivity present in the ads and the public response to the ads, but an important question remains: beyond simply buying ad space, how do sHAF organizations craft their advertising messages and actually get through to people? To answer that question, we consider the ad campaigns as a social movement.
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16.5 The Bus Ad Campaigns as a Social Movement As noted in the introduction to this chapter, resource mobilization theory focuses on the role of the availability of resources in helping social movements succeed, as opposed to focusing on factors such as the psychological mindset of the members of the movement. In addition to resource mobilization theory, a number of other social movement theories could shed light on the atheist bus ads in the United States. One especially useful set of ideas comes from an influential theory on framing processes originating from David Snow and his colleagues. 51 These scholars analyzed the dynamic and dialogical processes by which social movements frame their missions and the problems toward which their efforts are directed. One part of the theory of framing processes in social movements that could be applied to atheist bus advertising in a fruitful and interesting way is "frame alignment processes." Snow and colleagues articulate four types of frame alignment processes, each with some bearing on an analysis of atheist bus advertising. These processes are "frame bridging," "frame amplification," "frame extension," and "frame transformation." As described by Snow and colleagues, "frame bridging refers to the linking of two or more ideologically congruent frames regarding a particular issue or problem." 52 Whether a social movement organization links its mission to individuals or to other social movement organizations, "frame bridging" refers to the act of reaching out to potential supporters who have not yet been mobilized. Thus, the primary function of the bus ads — that of reaching out to nonbelievers — is in fact frame bridging. The second process, "frame amplification," can manifest itself in multiple forms. One form is "belief amplification." For instance, some atheists may believe that they can live a fulfilled life without God but may harbor strong doubts about that belief because of the theistic culture they live in. When they see the ad that says, "You don't need God — to hope, to care, to love, to live" (Washington, DC), their belief in their own ability to be fulfilled without God may be amplified. Concurrently, that particular ad is a striking example of the second kind of frame amplification described,



5 1 Snow, David A., E. Burke Rochford, Jr., Steven K. Worden, and Robert D. Benford. 1986. "Frame Alignment Processes, Micromobilization, and Movement Participation." American Sociological Review 51(4): 464-481; Benford, & Snow, D.A. (2000). "Framing Processes and Social Movements: An Overview and Assessment." Annual Review of Sociology, 26, 611-639. 52 Benford, & Snow, D.A. (2000). "Framing Processes and Social Movements: An Overview and Assessment." Annual Review of Sociology, 26, 624.
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which is "value amplification." When values are amplified, they become more salient and people become willing to take action on their behalf. In this example, some people may be convinced or reminded by this ad that they find "believing" to be either secondary or irrelevant to hoping, caring, loving, and living. "Frame transformation," or the process by which social movement organizations attempt to redefine beliefs and values so as to attain more support, is a distinct aspect of many of the bus advertisements referenced earlier. To offer a broad interpretation of frame transformation in the ads cited in this chapter, many of them contribute to problematizing the popularly held notion that atheists are a small and insignificant group of immoral people who exist beyond the boundaries of normative us culture. 53 These ads portray atheists as a large and significant group of moral people who are part of the social fabric of local communities and American society as a whole. Thus, the former taken-for-granted beliefs are reframed as unjust and in need of a coordinated and robust social response. In addition, many of the ads themselves embody a transformation of sHAF organizations' framing strategy by abandoning critiques of religion in favor of emphasizing the morality of atheists. Finally, "frame extension" is the means by which a social movement organization attempts to include tangential interests in its mission to broaden support. Frame extension may be an area in which social-movement scholarship could offer some useful insights for s HAF organizations. Some possible examples of frame extension present in the ads and covered in our analysis are the invocation of church—state separation, feminism, racial equality, patriotism, LGBTQ rights, and science education. As other scholars have observed, a common characteristic of successful social movements is a focused agenda. 54 An agenda that is too broad can cause a number of different problems, such as schisms, a shortage of resources due to attempts to accomplish too many tasks at once, and confusion about the identity of the movement. The SHAF organizations behind the bus ads have not only engaged in frame extension but also (as noted in this chapter) have created ads with numerous functions, such as reaching out to atheists and communicating to Christians and other religious people the idea that atheists are not inherently immoral. Whether this plethora of strategies and goals amounts to a "frame over-extension" that 53 54 
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might weaken SHAF organizations and the movement as a whole is an open question. What is clear, however, is that SHAF organizations' general approach to bus advertising does not seem to be too narrow.



16.6 Conclusion



In this chapter we examined the origins and development of advertising on buses conducted by secularist, humanist, atheist, and freethought (SHAF) groups in the United States from 2008 through 2013. As far as we know, the first bus campaign from the SHAF movement took place in Washington, DC, in 2008, though the idea was also under consideration in the United Kingdom and was followed by similar campaigns around the world shortly thereafter (as the other chapters in this book indicate). The campaigns in the United States were far-ranging in both geographic coverage and message. Geographically, campaigns took place across the nation, primarily in larger cities though not exclusively so. The advertising messages tended to focus on outreach to people who were already atheists or nonbelievers, though there were also efforts to normalize atheism and nonreligion and there was some criticism of religion. We found very little evidence of efforts to convert people to atheism or agnosticism in the advertising campaigns we analyzed. The majority of the advertisements reflected a pluralistic message. The public responses to the campaigns were more mixed, with a fair amount of criticism of the campaigns from people interviewed by the media. However, even the responses reflected a substantial degree of religious pluralism, from religious and nonreligious individuals alike. In some ways, the bus advertising campaigns align with recommendations for successful social movement activity. For instance, social scientists have found that rigid, ideological beliefs tend to decrease the success of a social movement, partially because it can be difficult to obtain and retain followers who must accept such rigidity. 55 The bus ads, far from pushing an agenda of strict beliefs, are characterized by statements about lack of belief. For example, ads such as "You don't have to believe in God to be a moral or ethical person" (New York, New York) do not proclaim any particular ideology that makes a person ethical. Instead, these ads simply state that belief in God is not necessary for people to behave ethically. The generally
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pluralistic approach of the bus advertising campaigns may have facilitated the generally positive response. But for other reasons, such as the risk of frame over-extension, the bus advertisement campaigns in the United States might be somewhat problematic as far as effective movement activism goes. Future research on s HAF movement activism should examine how successful these campaigns are in their stated aim of recruiting new members. Additionally, future research should also consider how people respond to different irreligious messages — those which are designed to amplify and bridge frames versus those which tend to focus on critiquing religion. Regardless of what future research finds on the effectiveness of different techniques, what the bus advertising campaigns reveal is that a shift in attitudes toward secularists, humanists, atheists, and freethinkers has taken place. No longer is the idea of being a nonbeliever so taboo that any suggestion of advertising about nonbelief is rejected. sHAF organizations and ideas remain controversial, but it is increasingly acceptable to be a nonbeliever in the United States.
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