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This chart shows the use of the word atheist in search queries over 
about ten years. I annotated the chart to make a few observations. 
Note the horizontal “fl oor” lines. They show how low the search vol-
ume goes when no major news stories are happening, which I consider 
a barometer of atheist normalcy.

I’ve noted Christmas for every year because the Fox News “War 
on Christmas” always spikes searches for the term then (this is what 
I call “the O’Reilly factor”).

You can see how the release of The God Delusion, Letter to a Chris-
tian Nation, and God Is Not Great seem to coincide with a rise in the 
fl oor, as one would expect. Several excellent books by the best au-
thors in the industry, all going on book tours and TV interviews, 
should have had exactly such an eff ect.

Another advertising event, the major London bus ads exclaiming, 
“There’s Probably No God,” seemed to do quite well in contribut-
ing to a Christmastime spike in the US that raised the fl oor again, 
to a point at which it stayed until American Atheists put up its fi rst 
billboard, “You KNOW It’s a Myth.” That coincided with the highest 
peak in the searches since the Dawkins campaign two years earlier.
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relation between searches for the word atheist and the activism of 
American Atheists since I took over in October of 2010.

Proof of causation? No. But this is defi nitely supportive data for 
the assertion that loud atheism leads to more people looking at us.

To give you a sense of scale, I also performed a comparison be-
tween the terms atheist, Christian, Catholic, Muslim, and Jewish (Fig. 7). 
This shows you how far we have to go compared to these other terms 
(note: Christian is also a name, so searches for people named Christian 
would aff ect this search— this is just for illustrative purposes). I will tell 
you how warm and fuzzy I get when I look at the steady decline for 
the top three lines of Christian, Catholic, and Jewish. Muslim is steady, 
and, almost imperceptibly due to the scale, only atheism is rising.
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Some might say this increase in searches for atheist is just a result 
of the growth of atheism, and that the rise in people searching for 
atheist is just a symptom of the growth of the  whole movement. I 
don’t think so. If the  whole movement was rising, and the searches 
 were rising along with it, then we would expect to see other terms 
with similar curves. But that’s not what we fi nd.
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It should be noted that although the scale above seems to indicate 
the number of searches for American Atheists is about the same, this is 
not true. Searches for American Atheists are minute compared to the 
number of searches for atheist, so the number of searches for American 
Atheists is not a major component of searches for atheist. Figure 10 
shows the same searches as above on the same scale to prove this point.
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Here’s more. Since 2010, the number of atheists identifying them-
selves as such has shown a substantial increase. Note the Pew 2012 
data in Figure 11:

The middle line is the same middle line from Figure 6, showing 
the peaks and fl oors of the rising use of the word atheist in searches, 
seemingly caused by American Atheists campaigns (with only the 
time scale retained). You can see how nicely this ties in to an in-
crease in the number of people calling themselves atheists. The slope 
of the line representing people who self- identify as atheists (as op-
posed to nones) increases at the same time as the searches for atheist.

Agnostic as an identifi er follows the same pattern over the same 
period. This is interesting since again there is no increase in searches 
for the word agnostic in the same time frame. So, while use of the word 
atheist seems to follow searches on the word itself, use of the word 
agnostic seems to correlate with searches on the word atheist. This 
implies people are searching for atheist after seeing our ads, then us-
ing agnostic as a stepping- stone term, or they are looking at the 
movement and deciding to take a softer label. This is more data sug-
gesting hard- line atheism in helping the movement’s softer side.

I’m not suggesting that searches for atheist will always rise in line 
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with people identifying as atheists.   Rather, I’m showing the same 
activism that apparently increased the searches in this case seems to 
have also resulted in an increase in the number of people identifying as 
atheists (which makes sense). This growth is important because it cre-
ates a snowball eff ect— the rise in conversation with and about atheists 
will lead to a greater awareness of atheism among the general popula-
tion, which will lead to the de- demonization of atheism in general. In 
turn, this will relieve some of the societal pressure others feel to stay in 
the closet, yielding still more out- and- proud atheists.

So let’s bring it home. If American Atheists activity is directly in-
fl uencing the rise of people calling themselves atheists, then Figure 12 
actually represents the quantitative impact American Atheists’ fi re-
brand atheism is having on the country. For those using atheist as an 
identifi er, the diff erence between where the line was trending before 
our activity and the uptick apparently caused by our activity leads to 
an increase from 2.1 to 2.4  percent, which yields about 1  million 
Americans who call themselves atheists because of American Atheists. 
Additionally, if you look at the data point for agnostic in 2009 to be an 
outlier (a reasonable but impossible to prove assumption for this exer-
cise), the number of people who call themselves agnostic as a result of 
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Yes, I had a few ste reo typical conversations about hell and the like, 
but surprisingly, I found a lot of supporters— and even more surpris-
ingly, a lot of atheists. Libertarians, Ayn Randians, and many others 
came over to tell me how wonderful it was that I was there just to 
push atheism awareness. Atheists came out of the woodwork to take 
my buttons and wear them. Several atheists came out to me, and to 
the friends they  were with (and guess what— their friends did not 
freak out in the least), and even the Christians I met supported the 
idea that atheists ought to be able to buy a table.

The press was all over me. In interview after interview, I talked 
about Conservative atheists. Discussion ensued. People called in to 
comment— usually positively!

Here’s the most interesting part— most of the people I met strongly 
disagreed with the management of CPAC on so many issues that it had 
become a joke among the participants! It appears that the decision 
makers do not remotely speak for the attendees, many of whom  were 
not religious nuts. They are openly just waiting for the old guard to die 
out so new, more reasonable people can reclaim the Grand Old Party.

My view of the oncoming deluge of ten thousand Conservatives. 

(Photo: David Silverman)
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at Figure 19 and decided we are done. It’s time for the Religious 
Right to celebrate.

Wrong.
For this analysis I’ve looked at a few diff erent sources and 

completed the extrapolation and predictions myself. Please note 
these are not scientifi c predictions, which would entail using the same 
sources to ensure consistency. As a result, my numbers don’t match 
up precisely, but I think this eff ectively illustrates my point.

First, I took the Gallup data above and applied it to the actuarial 
tables and population data supplied by the US government. This 
gives me the likelihood of people dying over a given ten- year period. 
Then, I extrapolated the fi ve- year trend in each age group toward 
nonreligion and multiplied the expected growth to the expected 
population in the same time frame.

Here’s what I got (see Fig. 21):

Today, according to my numbers, atheists are about 19.24 per-
cent of the (18+) population. This does not match the 17.8 percent 
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