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Joseph Blankholm

The Religiosity of the US Nonprofit Sector
and its Impact on Secular Women

Despite its decline, christianity continues to influence the everyday lives of athe-
ists, agnostics, and other kinds of non-believers in the United States.1 Politically,
christianity’s influence remains clear in debates about abortion or the teaching of
evolution in public schools.2 At the level of the state, christianity’s influence often
determines what cannot be present. Very few elected officials are openly non-
religious and the US government only rarely acknowledges non-religious beliefs
systems like humanism.3 In everyday life, christianity’s influence is structural,
making it difficult to perceive: it determines what ‘religion’ means, accords reli-
gious rights to some and not others, and establishes the terms in which non-
believers understand themselves.4

This chapter considers the religious history of the US nonprofit sector and ex-
amines how its protestant normativity impacts secular women. The ways that sec-
ular women care for their families, raise their children, and support their local
communities reflect the US government’s continued reliance on religion to ad-
minister even basic social services. By choosing to be non-religious, these women
gain what they understand to be freedom from traditional religion. At the same
time, they feel religion’s absence in ways that are often distinct from men’s expe-
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riences and distinct from women’s experiences in other parts of the world. The
extra burdens that secular women bear are evidence of the US state’s dependence
on religion, just as they reflect the patriarchy of US culture and the fact that do-
mestic labour continues to be primarily women’s work. These burdens are not
only products of a distinctively American history, but also of a deeper Euroameri-
can inheritance that shapes the proper roles of religion and women alike.5

This chapter is organised into four parts. In the first section, I distill a conver-
sation I had with a woman whom I call ‘Catherine’, who was the first person to
draw my attention to the unique burdens that secular women bear in the US. Fol-
lowing Catherine’s lead, I highlight the uniqueness of the American configuration
of religion, state, and society by comparing the US to some countries in Europe.6

In the second section, to support Catherine’s analysis, I sketch a brief history of
American civil society and the ways in which the US government relies on chris-
tianity and other religions to provide basic social services. In the section that fol-
lows, I analyse the growth of the US nonprofit sector as part of a larger turn to
neo-liberalism, and I draw a comparison between the creative destruction of the
American economy and the creative destruction of secular women who replace
religion. In the fourth section, I rely on ethnographic research and a survey I
fielded to share secular women’s experiences in their own words. I conclude by
suggesting how this chapter can contribute to explaining the state’s indirect role
in the so-called ‘gender gap’ in American religiosity.

I focus specifically on the burdens that secular women bear when caring for
their families, raising children, and sustaining their broader community because
women told me time and again that these parts of life become extra difficult with-
out the support of organised religion. By contrast, none of the non-religious men
whom I interviewed or spent time with during my ethnographic field research
noted the impact of religion’s absence on their family lives. In other words, be-
cause patriarchy remains pervasive in the US, domestic labour remains a highly
gendered concern. Observing the intense asymmetry of this concern should not
be confused with claiming that domestic labour is naturally or essentially wom-
en’s. Indeed, my aim is to critique prevailing norms by showing how the centu-
ries-long cosy relationship between religion and the US state burdens women in
general and especially those who are secular. I should also note that while many
Americans lead fulfilling lives without marrying or having children, those who do

 Joan Scott, Sex and Secularism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018).
 On “secularism” as the relationship among the state, religion, and society, see Alfred Stepan,
“The Multiple Secularisms of Modern Democratic and Non-Democratic Regimes,” in Rethinking
Secularism, edited by Craig J. Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer and Jonathan VanAntwerpen (Ox-
ford: University Press, 2011), 114–144.
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embrace normative family life face distinct challenges that are both important to
acknowledge and illustrative as symptoms of larger social forces. By focusing
squarely on the challenges of family life for women, my aim is to reveal some of
the overlooked symptoms of the US state’s relationship with religion and the prot-
estant normativity of its nonprofit sector.

Catherine’s Non-Religious Burdens

This chapter relies in part on several years of ethnographic research among secular
activists and everyday non-believers in the United States. By non-believers I mean
people who understand themselves to be atheists, agnostics, humanists, or free-
thinkers, though many also identify with more obscure labels like naturalist, ratio-
nalist, sceptic, or apatheist. From 2012 through 2018, I conducted more than 100
interviews with the leaders, former leaders and everyday members of groups
formed by and for non-believers. Some of these groups have a national presence,
like the Center for Inquiry (CFI), the American Humanist Association (AHA), and
the Freedom From Religion Foundation (FFRF). Other groups are small, local, and
sometimes short-lived.7 These small communities organise on Meetup.com, through
email listservs, or by word-of-mouth; they sometimes meet as much as once a
week, though they might also go months without meeting; and they are usually led
by volunteer organisers. I also participated in dozens of conferences, workshops,
training sessions and other kinds of events that non-believers organise. Over time, I
became deeply familiar with the variety of ways that non-believers live their non-
religion, and I grew to understand their intractable sources of disagreement.8

Most of those whom I interviewed during my research I reached by chain re-
ferral, either through formal introduction or through recommendation and the
use of publicly available contact information. Interviews were semi-structured
and covered a wide range of topics, including organisational and personal his-
tory, interorganisational cooperation, and the constellation of labels used by non-
believers. Conforming with ethnographic norms, I have guaranteed the anonym-
ity of those with whom I spoke by assigning them pseudonyms and changing
their identifying biographical details. This is what I have done with Catherine,
whom I met several times during my years of field research.

 Alfredo García and Joseph Blankholm, “The Social Context of Organized Nonbelief: County-
Level Predictors of Nonbeliever Organizations in the United States,” Journal for the Scientific
Study of Religion 55, no. 1 (2016): 70–90.
 See Blankholm, The Secular Paradox.
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Catherine convinced me of the unique burden that secular women bear
when I was interviewing her in her office in Washington DC in 2016. After more
than two decades as a high-level Republican insider, Catherine was hired to run a
prominent lobbying group for secular people in 2012. She is witty and charming,
if always careful and a little guarded, so I was grateful to sit down with her for
two long interviews about a wide range of topics, including her experiences as a
secular woman. In her work in the secular activist movement, Catherine has trav-
eled the world visiting non-believer groups, which has given her an unusually
broad perspective on their diversity. Her insights into the unique challenges that
secular women face in the US are worth quoting at length:

I’m a prime target for a local [non-believer] group. I’ve been to the local CFI [Center for
Inquiry] meetings. I’ve been to the local AHA [American Humanist Association] meetings.
I’ve been to those Meetup groups. I don’t like them. I’ll tell you why. When I traveled the
country [visiting local non-believer communities], the biggest complaint I got was mainly
from the ladies. The atheist movement is predominantly male because it’s more based
around science, and there are more men in the science field than women. The [typical]
group is all about drinking sceptically, complaining about religion, and the latest narcissistic
person on a book tour. You have less women there. Women are starting to come into the
[secular] movement, but quite a few would try local groups and find them not relevant to
their life. They were more interested in solutions for practical daily problems. With women,
the burden falls on them for child-rearing. The husband’s parents are elderly and need
help – that falls on them. Somebody’s getting married, all those arrangements. Somebody’s
dying. The kid needs some kind of naming ceremony. They’re responsible for that world, so
they’re looking for those services. Religion’s big in that service. Planning family holidays. So
most of the men, they would say they cared about those things, and they would say, ‘I can
contribute money, but I can’t contribute any time. I want it taken care of. I’ll work and
make money, but I’m not the right guy to worry about mom, dad, funerals, marriages, get-
ting kids into college, getting into preschool, getting the healthcare, all that.’ That’s tradition-
ally something more females are doing in society. And when you’re out there trying to fill
all those needs, you’re constantly bumping up against religion as a major provider. Some-
times, I’ve heard jokes. I’m sure you have, too. Men will say, “I’m thinking about the multi-
verse, and I’m worried,” and a woman will say, “I have a kid I’m trying to get to college this
summer. How do I get them moved and get them into a safe environment?”

As Catherine describes, women bear the burden of non-religion disproportion-
ately in the US because in American families, domestic work like caring for ex-
tended family and raising children mostly remains women’s labour.9 That secular

 Sampson Lee Blair and Daniel T. Lichter, “Measuring the Division of Household Labor: Gen-
der Segregation of Housework Among American Couples,” Journal of Family Issues 12, no. 1
(March 1991): 91–113; Jill E. Yavorsky, Claire M. Kamp Dush and Sarah J. Schoppe-Sullivan, “The
Production of Inequality: The Gender Division of Labor Across the Transition to Parenthood,”
Journal of Marriage and Family 77, no. 3 (June 2015): 662–679.
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women so rarely have organisations like churches that they can turn to for sup-
port only heavies their burden.

Catherine is aware that the United States is somewhat unique. Life-cycle rit-
uals, like weddings and memorial services, remain largely modeled on christian
versions, and there is a lack of institutional support for alternatives for secular
people. She described how life is different for non-believers in some countries in
Europe:

There are models, fantastic models, in Europe. I know in Switzerland and in Germany, they
have a 3 per cent tax for religion. If you’re born Catholic or Protestant, that money goes to
that church. They have more money than they know what to do with because they don’t
have people going to church anymore. I was in Finland in April, and there the government
pays for people’s burials. The humanist association there is in the business of burials, and
that’s where they get most of their millions of dollars. They handle the whole burial. Their
membership is way up because everybody knows they’re going to die, and they’re going to
need to be affiliated with a group that handles burials. And they also handle weddings. I
was in Iceland just a couple of weeks ago and met with a group there. They have finally
gotten their official status, and their membership has exploded, and they’re getting money
from the government for confirmations for early teens. Just sort of a coming-of-age cere-
mony. And it’s not religious, but people are used to having that in society. It’s beautiful. It’s
not a bad thing for a 12-year-old to go through some classes to talk about being a responsible
citizen of the world and what it means to be an adult. So that’s a value for society, so they’re
getting funding from the government to provide that for the people who don’t want to label
themselves as Catholic or Protestant. These are services people care about and will pay for.
They’re not free. They’re not really free at a church. There are fees. You’re being leaned on
for donations. You’re given a copy of the church’s budget every year, and you’re expected to
contribute.

Speaking off the cuff, Catherine did not get the details of German and Swiss reli-
gion taxes exactly right (the taxes are more complicated than a flat 3 percent), but
she is right about the dearth of secular alternatives in the US and right that in
some European countries, taxpayers support religious and religion-like services.10

By contrast, in the United States, civil society and especially religious nonprofits
are almost entirely responsible for providing services like weddings and funer-
als.11 Ironically, state support for religion and religion-like alternatives can make
religion less necessary, even as some secular people consider life-cycle rituals too

 “In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the Tradition Remains
Strong” (Pew Research Center, Washington DC, 2019), accessed 31 August 2013, https://www.pewre
search.org/religion/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2019/04/Church-Tax-in-Western-Europe-FOR-WEB-
4.30.pdf.
 Kathleen Garces-Foley, “Funerals of the Unaffiliated,” OMEGA 46, no. 4 (2003): 287–302; Per
Smith, “Spitting With the Wind,” The New Humanism, accessed 31 August 2013, http://thenewhu
manism.org/authors/per-smith/articles/spitting-with-the-wind; Dusty Hoesly, “”Need a Minister?
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religious.12 Without non-religious institutions to support life-cycle rituals, Ameri-
cans are less able to be indifferent to religion; they feel its absence more acutely,
and they are more often spurred to engage it. The costs of time, effort, and money
are real for secular people in the United States who still want life-cycle rituals
and other parts of life that they associate with religion, even after they have left
religious institutions and are now among the religiously unaffiliated.

Catherine emphasised this point when she told me about her own experience
seeking religious services as a non-religious person:

I needed all those things. [When I was] 35 years old, I went and joined a church to get a
baby-naming ceremony. I schlepped in there and showed up at 35 years old, pregnant.
Asked around everywhere. I went and interviewed all these rectors. The Episcopal Church
was the most liberal and lenient. I had my baby, and I had to go through confirmation. I
had to be 35 years old and have a bishop lay his hands on me so I could have a place to park
my baby. I did it, and the rector knew I didn’t believe in god. So I went three years. Baby
one, baby two. Got my three celebrations, got my godparents lined up. Ten godmothers and
ten godfathers. He had a service, and we gave the church a big donation, and we had a
beautiful ceremony and announced the baby to the world. Big party at the house. Every-
body flew in. My son is an atheist, and he decided that on his own, but he likes his godpar-
ents and having them in his life. Same for my daughter. Godparents are very helpful. My
daughter loves the idea of her godmother. They send her gifts. They call her; they email her.
They have networks around the world. They get to go and stay with them. These people are
happy to have – many don’t have children. They’re happy to have godchildren. They’re Jew-
ish, they’re atheist, whatever. Why not pick the best. The best tradition of what’s out there
and put it together and move forward. So I had to go use a church. They used me, and I
used them, and I got what I wanted. That’s how I feel.

Catherine joined a local Episcopal Church for reasons both cynical and sincere.
Even though she did not believe in god and did not genuinely consider herself
episcopalian, attending a church and supporting it financially earned her the life-
cycle rituals she sought for her children. The burden of cost and time was enor-
mous, but in the end, she considered her compromise worth the reward.

How About Your Brother?”: The Universal Life Church between Religion and Non-Religion,” Secu-
larism and Nonreligion 4, no. 1 (October 23, 2015): Article 12.
 Steve Bruce, Secularization: In Defense of an Unfashionable Theory (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2011). Bruce argues that a voluntarist model, like in the US, is a step beyond established
churches in the process of secularisation but can lead to more religious engagement in the near
term.
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Christianity as American Civil Society

The robust nonprofit sector in the US today is a relatively recent development.
The number of nonprofits in the US grew from around 13,000 in 1940 to more
than 1.5 million by 2000.13 As of 2021, there were roughly 1.8 million nonprofits
registered with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS), including both religious and
secular.14 Though nonprofits are an important part of US public life – and the US
social safety net – historian Peter Dobkin Hall has shown why the growth of the
nonprofit sector is not necessarily a good thing. Consolidating so much private
wealth into the voluntary sector, or civil society, rather than taxing it and passing
it through government, poses serious dangers to American democracy.15 It shifts
the administration of social services and public goods to philanthropists and
away from the control of elected officials, giving everyday people less power over
their individual lives and their communities.

In some ways, religious nonprofits are special in the United States, and in
others, they are no different from any legally incorporated organisation. Unlike
secular nonprofits and for-profit corporations, religious nonprofits do not need to
file financial disclosure forms with the IRS.16 Churches are unique among reli-
gious organisations because they are automatically exempt from taxes; they do
not need to register with the IRS in order to avoid paying them. In matters like
hiring and firing, religious institutions also have special legal rights that exempt
them from parts of legislation like the Americans with Disabilities Act. In EEOC v.
Hosanna-Tabor, for instance, the Supreme Court decided that a Lutheran Church
affiliated school could fire a teacher because she is narcoleptic.17

 Peter Dobkin Hall, “A Historical Overview of Philanthropy, Voluntary Associations, and Non-
profit Organizations in the United States, 1600–2000,” in The Nonprofit Sector: A Research Hand-
book, edited by Walter W. Powell and Patricia Bromley, 2nd ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 2006), 32–65.
 Lewis Faulk, Mirae Kim, Teresa Derrick-Mills, Elizabeth T. Boris, Laura Tomasko, Nora Haki-
zimana, Tianyu Chen, Minjung Kim and Layla Nath, “Nonprofit Trends and Impacts 2021” (Wash-
ington DC: Urban Institute, 2021), https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/104889/
nonprofit-trends-and-impacts-2021_2.pdf.on.
 Peter Dobkin Hall, “Philanthropy, the Nonprofit Sector & the Democratic Dilemma,” Daedalus
142, no. 2 (2013): 139–158.
 Sarah Pulliam Bailey, “Major Evangelical Nonprofits Are Trying a New Strategy with the IRS
That Allows Them to Hide Their Salaries,” Washington Post, 17 January 2020, https://www.wash
ingtonpost.com/religion/2020/01/17/major-evangelical-nonprofits-are-trying-new-strategy-with-irs-
that-allows-them-hide-their-salaries/.
 Hosanna-Tabor Evangelical Lutheran Church and School v. EEOC (565 U.S. 171 2012); Win-
nifred Fallers Sullivan, Church State Corporation: Construing Religion in US Law (Chicago: Chi-
cago University Press, 2020).
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Despite these differences, religious nonprofits are similar to secular nonprof-
its and other American corporations because they have influenced one another
and co-evolved in the same structural ecosystem, which has been shaped deeply
by protestantism. Historians Ruth H. Bloch and Naomi R. Lamoreaux have shown
how government officials – usually protestants – regulated civil society in the
nineteenth century by deciding which groups could legally incorporate, which is
to say, create a state-sanctioned legal fiction that possesses many of the rights of
individual personhood.18 Hall has also elaborated the religious history of civil so-
ciety in the United States and the role of protestantism, in particular, in the devel-
opment of America’s thriving nonprofit sector.19 Protestants have shaped civil
society in their own image. Regulated by many of the same laws and innovated
under the same constraints, religious nonprofits and for-profit corporations con-
tinue to mirror one another. Religious Studies scholar Kathryn Lofton has argued
convincingly that corporations and religious groups are often indistinguishable.20

Though organisations that are legally sanctioned as ‘religious’ continue to re-
ceive the largest percentage of all charitable contributions in the United States, it
is impossible to calculate how many of these organisations there are because “re-
ligious congregations and organisations with less than $5,000 in gross receipts are
not required to register with the IRS”, and because most registered nonprofits do
not report to the IRS every year.21 The religious subset of the nonprofit sector is
the most economically important, but it is also the most difficult to observe.

The US has strengthened its nonprofit sector in recent decades by relying on
nonprofits to deliver government services rather than delivering them directly.
Conservative politicians have used this strategy to bolster religious nonprofits, in
particular. In 1996, the US Congress passed the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Act, which simultaneously eroded the US welfare state and created
the first government ‘faith-based initiatives’. The US again ramped up its efforts
to distribute government services through faith-based organisations after the
election of George W. Bush in 2000. In 2001, President Bush created the White
House Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives, though only a small frac-

 Ruth Bloch and Naomi Lamoreaux, “Voluntary Associations, Corporate Rights, and the State:
Legal Constraints on the Development of American Civil Society, 1750–1900” NBER Working Pa-
pers 21153, National Bureau of Economic Research, Inc.
 Dobkin Hall, “A Historical Overview of Philanthropy, Voluntary Associations, and Nonprofit
Organizations in the United States, 1600–2000.”
 Kathryn Lofton, Consuming Religion, Class 200: New Studies in Religion (Chicago: Chicago Uni-
versity Press, 2017).
 “The Nonprofit Sector in Brief 2019” (Urban Institute: National Center for Charitable Statistics,
2020), https://nccs.urban.org/publication/nonprofit-sector-brief-2019#the-nonprofit-sector-in-brief-2019.
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tion of the $8 billion that the Bush administration promised to faith-based organ-
isations was ever delivered.22 In recent years, around a third of the overall reve-
nue that US nonprofits receive comes from government contracts.23 Nonprofits,
and religious nonprofits in particular, are both an extension of the American gov-
ernment and a domain beyond its oversight.

Creative Destruction: The Push and Pull
of Non-Religious Freedom

Given the important role that the US government has assigned nonprofits in the
deconstruction of its welfare state, it is no coincidence that the enormous growth
of the nonprofit sector should coincide with the economic and structural trends
toward privatisation and atomisation that have come to bear the name ‘neo-
liberalism’. Marxist geographer, David Harvey characterises neo-liberalism as “a
theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can
best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills
within an institutional framework characterised by strong private property rights,
free markets, and free trade”.24 In brief, this means “deregulation, privatisation,
and withdrawal of the state”.25

Because nonprofits are especially valuable in US communities where the gov-
ernment fails to deliver adequate public services, the nonprofit sector has become
a tool for market-based critique of government bloat. According to neo-liberal
theory, competition among nonprofits for government contracts to deliver public
services is more efficient than a government agency delivering those same serv-
ices. Breaking government into component parts and engaging those parts in
competition are ways of introducing market logic into the welfare state. Award-
ing tax-payer-funded contracts to non- and for-profit corporations and encourag-
ing them to compete with one another are ways of eroding the government’s

 Rebecca Sager, Faith, Politics, and Power: The Politics of Faith-Based Initiatives (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2010). 4.
 “Nonprofit Impact Matters: How America’s Charitable Nonprofits Strengthen Communities
and Improve Lives” (Washington DC: National Council of Nonprofits, 2019), nonprofitimpactmat
ters.org/site/assets/files/1/nonprofit-impact-matters-sept-2019-1.pdf.
 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 2.
 Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 3.
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structural importance by establishing alternatives to government administration
and reducing the state to a financial intermediary.26

To describe the impact of the neo-liberal revolution, Harvey borrows the
phrase “creative destruction” from the economist Joseph Schumpeter, who uses it
to describe the destructive forces inherent to economic innovation. Schumpeter
draws on the economics of Karl Marx to name and identify “creative destruction”,
which in Schumpeter’s theory will contribute to capitalism’s collapse.27 “Creative
destruction” was later used by neo-liberals to label the process of downsizing that
makes companies lean and agile in a competitive market.28 Whether this creative
destruction is good or bad is now in the eye of the beholder.

Secular life, including the lives of secular women, is a microcosm of these
larger transformations. Many scholars of secularism have observed a close rela-
tionship among being secular, secularism, and the autonomous individual of lib-
eral democratic nation-states.29 On a more everyday level, sociologist Christel
Manning has observed that non-religious parents usually emphasise letting their
children choose whether to be religious – and which religion to choose – rather
than imposing ‘no religion’ on them.30 Kathryn Lofton has made a similar obser-
vation about the rise of child-rearing literature, reading it as a symptom of the
atomisation of the family and the increased burdens that neo-liberalism places on
individuals, especially women.31 In the absence of institutional support, secular
women face more choices – and more difficult choices – than Americans who are
embedded in religious communities that can benefit from tax deductions and the
direct support of the US government.

 Helmut K. Anheier and Lester M. Salamon, “The Nonprofit Sector in Comparative Perspec-
tive,” in The Nonprofit Sector: A Research Handbook, edited by Walter W. Powell and Patricia
Bromley, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 89–114.
 Joseph A. Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy, 1st ed (New York: Harper Peren-
nial Modern Thought, 2008).
 Richard L. Nolan and David C. Croson, Creative Destruction: A Six-Stage Process for Trans-
forming the Organization (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 1995).
 Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, Cultural Memory in the
Present (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003); John Lardas Modern, Secularism in Antebel-
lum America: With Reference to Ghosts, Protestant Subcultures, Machines, and Their Metaphors:
Featuring Discussions of Mass Media, Moby-Dick, Spirituality, Phrenology, Anthropology, Sing Sing
State Penitentiary, and Sex with the New Motive Power (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2011);
Saba Mahmood, Religious Difference in a Secular Age: A Minority Report (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2016); see Scott, Sex and Secularism.
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It is therefore also in this double sense, good and bad, that ‘creative destruc-
tion’ is a fitting metaphor for secular women’s relationship with religion and the
services that institutions like churches can provide. The negation that liberates
secular women from religious belief, obligations, and traditions also generates a
need to recreate what religious institutions and professionals have long provided.
This destruction can be a joyful experience of freedom; it can also generate a bur-
densome, never-ending to-do list.

Listening to Secular Women

In addition to the many secular women I spoke with during the field research I con-
ducted between 2012 and 2018, I have also learned from the secular women who
responded to a survey I fielded. In March and April of 2021, the Secular Communi-
ties Survey (SCS) collected 12,370 valid responses from organised non-believers in
the United States. For the purposes of the survey, “organised non-believers” are peo-
ple who responded affirmatively in response to our screener question, “Have you
ever belonged to a group or community, online or in-person, specifically for atheists,
agnostics, humanists, or other kinds of nonbelievers?”32 These are the same groups I
studied during my ethnographic research.

In response to open-ended questions asked on the SCS, many secular women
wrote that they bear extra domestic burdens because they are secular. In this sec-
tion, I give these women space to speak for themselves and describe their particu-
lar experiences of being non-religious. The examples I focus on relate mostly to
raising children and building supportive communities. In the background of the
experiences these women describe are larger social forces like christianity, neo-
liberalism, and patriarchy, which structure their lives and make their everyday
demands uniquely theirs. The SCS is anonymous, so I identify the women by their
age (which somewhat indicates their life stage) and their location (since there are
fewer secular people outside of major cities).

Secular women observe that childcare and other child-rearing needs are
among their most difficult challenges.33 For example, a woman who is 51 and
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lives outside of Denver, Colorado acknowledged that raising children without reli-
gion comes with certain social burdens:

[The] only downside to not being religious is wishing I could find more NON-religious peo-
ple to hang out with. I live in a highly religious area, and there are so many family or
mother/child groups that are part of churches. It would be nice to fit in. Religion is a huge
part of several neighbors’ lives, and I worry they’d reject our kids if they knew we’re not
religious.

Another woman, who is 37 and lives in a suburb of Chicago, described how the
COVID-19 pandemic made the task of finding secular families to socialise with
more difficult: “It has been a challenge to find other atheists, as many people
don’t self-identify as such. My spouse and I were looking into more in-person ac-
tivities right when COVID-19 hit, to find other families with younger children to
connect with”. For both women, raising children without religion is a mixed bag
of freedom and the extra burdens that go along with it.

Finding a community of like-minded non-believers can be especially impor-
tant and especially difficult in parts of the US that are religiously and politically
conservative. A 44-year-old woman who lives in rural Pennsylvania said that
community is one of the things she misses most about being religious. She elabo-
rated: “Particularly now that I have a child it’s frustrating that I feel like I’m set-
ting her up to feel very alone in our conservative Christian area”. A 54-year-old
woman, who lives in a rural area outside of Washington DC, described how she
hid her atheism while her children were growing up:

I live in a RED republican area, and I know that my children would have had repercussions
if I had said something when women I knew in the schools and volunteered with etc., talked
about their churches and bible studies and wanted me to join their churches. They prayed if
we ate out, etc. So I said nothing, for years, so that my kids wouldn’t suffer from MY choices,
my atheist views. My kids graduated college with Master’s [degrees], and [are] out living
their own lives now. So now, fuck it, I hold nothing back. I don’t care what anyone thinks
anymore.

Like Catherine, this woman’s care for her children led her to compromise in pub-
lic and hide her identity. Now that her kids are adults, she has unburdened her-
self of a social obligation she had taken seriously for decades.

Women also expressed how hard it can be to find a sense of community for
themselves when they are non-religious. A 38-year-old woman who lives outside
of Dallas, Texas, told us: “Sometimes I miss having the instant belonging that
comes with being a part of a religious group”. A 39-year-old woman who lives in a
small town in Northern Utah expressed a similar longing: “Having a community
of people where I could make friends and who I could also rely on to help me
during times of illness or emergency”. And a third woman, who is 64 and lives
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near Boca Raton, Florida, described how she has compromised in the past to ful-
fill her need for community: “Personally, I have participated in organised religion
for the community aspects but am not either religious or spiritual”. Like Cather-
ine, she was religious – at least in some sense – despite not being a believer and
not considering herself spiritual. Her compromises reflect her unique burdens.

Though many secular women reported a need for strong non-believer com-
munities in their SCS responses, few have the option of joining a community that
meets familial needs in the way that many religious communities can. At a work-
shop I attended in 2012 for leaders of non-believer communities, women repeat-
edly described how local non-believer communities fail to meet their needs, and
they suggested that this failure makes it difficult for women to become secular. A
woman named Kirstin described her ideal and how secular communities fall
short:

My dream is to have an Ethical education program that meets at least twice a month. I feel
like there are life-cycle issues where people drop out of the [secular] movement. People
drop out after college and after they start having children and families. If you want women
to come to your discussion groups, you need to have child care. If you have a picnic, you
need games and stuff. We’re growing toward that time when we can become a legitimate
alternative to religious institutions. We aren’t yet a legitimate alternative. We’re just not.

A woman named Charlotte also talked about her ideal secular community: “I
keep having these fantasies. If I won the lottery, I’d buy a building, and I’d have a
Freethought Hall, or something, a place where you can take your children and
have help like that and involvement with other people”.

Another woman, Debbie, who leads a community in Iowa, explained how ca-
tering to families completely changed the demographics of her group. She and
other leaders wanted to make her community “more family friendly, so moms
don’t have to watch the kids while husbands come to events”. She said her com-
munity “started going to an arcade because it’s a more kid-friendly venue”, and
they now organise picnics on Memorial Day and Labor Day. Her community has
grown to over 100 people, and she told us that about half who attend are now
families. Before this change, Debbie was often the only woman to attend events.
The overwhelming maleness of the group kept women away: “It was very intimi-
dating for a new woman to come because all the men would hit on the one new
woman. They had to make a rule that they would leave the one woman alone”.
Though these men’s inappropriate behavior cannot be solely blamed on the scar-
city of women in their community, in Debbie’s perception, recruiting more fami-
lies solved the problem.

The experiences of Kirstin, Charlotte, and Debbie resonate with Catherine’s
theory that many secular women want to be able to join religion-like communi-
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ties for secular people but that the communities that exist mostly cater to men.
The absence of strong secular communities in many parts of the US means that
secular women lack adequate support from a community of like-minded non-
believers. Without access to tax-supported or church-subsidised ritual specialists
and family services, secular women bear the burden of their non-religious free-
dom disproportionately.

Conclusion

I began this chapter with Catherine’s insight that non-religious women experience
unique burdens in the United States. I then supported Catherine’s claims by show-
ing the religious origins of the US nonprofit sector and the special privileges that
American law affords religious nonprofits, especially churches. I then showed how
the US nonprofit sector has grown rapidly over the past several decades and how
this growth is part of a larger trend toward neo-liberalism. Within this reorganised
regime, religious nonprofits occupy a privileged role and have extra support from
efforts like the White House Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives. The
structural benefits of being religious continue to be awarded to those who can suc-
cessfully mimic Protestantism.34

Sometimes secular communities are successful enough at playing the protes-
tant game that they can benefit from tax breaks and government grants. But
more often than not, secular people in the US live in religion’s large remainder.35

Secular women, in particular, feel religion’s structural absence in their everyday
domestic lives. The burdens they experience are symptoms of larger social forces
like christian influence, trends toward neo-liberalism, and a patriarchal division
of domestic labour (which is consistent with christianity, though not distinctive to
it, since patriarchy prevails among secular people, too).36

These structural forces can also help us understand some of the reasons that
women remain more religious than men in the United States, which is not the
case in many other Western countries.37 Social scientists have long recognised a
so-called ‘gender gap’ between the religiosity of men and women. Some have ex-
plained this difference in biological terms, arguing that leaving religion is socially
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risky and that testosterone makes men less risk averse.38 Women, so the argument
goes, are less willing to suffer the stigma of being secular. Others have explained
this aversion to stigma by arguing that women face far more discrimination than
men, so their continued engagement with religion is practical, rather than hor-
monal.39 Supporting the view that religious differences are not biologically innate,
other scholars have found that the religious gender gap varies not only across cul-
tures, but also within religion.40

Catherine’s theory provides a helpful supplement for understanding the state’s
role in the ostensible gender gap in US religiosity. In a patriarchal society like the
United States, certain domestic responsibilities fall disproportionately on women.
Because American civil society, including religion, has long delivered services that
help women bear these burdens, leaving religion is more difficult for women, espe-
cially if they have families. As neo-liberalism further atomises both families and
the welfare state, the burden on secular women grows. By contrast, in some coun-
tries in Europe, government has replaced some of these services because their wel-
fare states are more robust and because they configure the relationship between
church and state differently, allowing direct taxpayer support for both convention-
ally religious and nontheistic clergy. The persistence of patriarchy despite an in-
creasing number of women entering the workforce makes life-cycle rituals and
services like childcare important needs for secular women and thus important
services for secular communities to offer. For some women, these resources are in-
dispensable, so like Catherine, they seek them where they can, including in reli-
gions they do not consider their own.

The difficult choices that non-religious women face when raising children
and caring for their families are symptoms of a broader reality in the US, in
which religious organisations provide vital support. The everyday experiences of
non-religious women point to the structural importance of religious support be-
cause they show how challenging it is to reject religion. That many non-believer
communities fail to replace the services that religious communities provide tells
its own interesting story. Sometimes non-believers want to avoid forming commu-
nities at all because they seem too religious. Even when they do form communi-
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ties, they often emphasise reading groups or lectures and avoid elements that feel
too much like religion. Secular people’s aversion to religion and to translating ele-
ments like religious ritual into secular analogues exacerbates women’s chal-
lenges. Anxieties about seeming too religious contribute to secular women like
Catherine turning to religion to find what they need.41 The absence of support for
secular women’s domestic labour is partly due to christianity, partly due to neo-
liberalism, partly due to patriarchal divisions of labor, and partly due to secular
people’s own unwillingness to resemble religion too much. These entangled forces
shape secular women’s lives and leave them with more than their fair share
to bear.
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