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Are Atheists Really More Intelligent Than Others?
Denis Alexander

The head-line ‘Atheists are found more intelligantthe 8" March edition of the Church
Times was surely designed to catch the attentioth@fhighly intelligent readership of
this publication. But delving beneath the headdinan be informative.

The article described a recent paper by Dr Satokhnazawa of the London
School Economics entitled ‘Why Liberals and Atheigtre More Intelligent’ §ocial
Psychology Quarterly. 73: 33-57, 2010]. Dr Kanazawa has attracted sooteriety
through his previous publications touching on issatrace and 1Q. But as he himself
has written: “Nothing else should matter in scieezeept the objective, dispassionate
pursuit of truth, and scientists must pursue itmatter the consequences” [THES'15
Dec. 2006]. So, keeping that excellent principlenimd, let us look a little more closely
at Dr Kanazawa’s article on atheism.

The data presented are cast within the framewbtkeo'Savanna-1Q Interaction
Hypothesis’. The basic idea has been around fagrg bong time, and suggests that as
our ancestors were evolving on the Savanna pldiddraca during the Pleistocene era
(viz. between 2.6 million and 10,000 years ago)hsir brains became well-adapted to a
hunter-gatherer life-style. Our brains today, se f@imiliar argument goes, are therefore
often much better adapted for life on the Savarra tfor pursuing unexpected or
intellectually more challenging goals, describedeaslutionarily novel’. Dr Kanazawa
further suggests that universal human nature isackexized by a kit of innate cognitive
abilities that cope with basic needs, such as wakviway-finding, reproduction, and
interpersonal relationships, requiring little iméekual challenge. By contrast, ‘general
intelligence’ has evolved to allow individuals tope with unusual situations, and so
today more intelligent individuals generate evanérily novel human beliefs, attitudes
and activities. Implicit in this theory is the comtersial claim that those with higher
‘general intelligence’ have a different geneticfpeowhen compared with those of lower
intelligence.

Since Dr Kanazawa claims this as a scientific liypsis, a few general points
about scientific hypothesizing may be in order.dod hypothesis should be plausible: it
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should look more convincing than other more obvialiternatives. It should be as
simple as possible, without introducing unnecessanyolutions. It should be falsifiable
in principle: there must be data that could cowaimast it. And it should explain the data
better than its rivals. This of course depends awvirty reliable data available. Reliable
data can lead to a solid hypothesis like a Lega@iistruction in which each piece of
data plays a critical role in the ensemble. Unbddiadata, or data suffering from
speculative interpretation, can lead to a houseaods.

Unfortunately, when Dr Kanazawa seeks to applyS@sanna hypothesis to the
relationship between atheism and intelligencepdnsbecomes apparent that it's of the
house-of-cards variety. The hypothesis dependd®gclaim that because religion is now
a cultural universal (which it is), therefore it sttalways have been so, in particular
during the Pleistocene era when our cognitive tasilwere evolving. The problem is
that we have no idea if that is the case, nohafé was religion, what form it took. Firm
data about religious beliefs only appear with hunitanature, from 5,000 years ago, and
religious interpretations of cave art, burial siésl other artifacts from 35,000 years ago
are rife with speculation. Yet anatomically modémmans were emerging in Africa
from 200,000 years ago. So even if we ignore teeatour earlier Pleistocene cousins
and focus on our own species, we only have reliaadta concerning humanity’s
religious beliefs for less than 5% of our existence

Furthermore, the notion of atheism in Kanazawalgep is problematic. The idea
is that atheism is evolutionarily novel, not pafttiee background ‘default’ position of
presumed innate human religiosity. But the notibratheism’ (in its western sense) is
very modern and refers to a range of differenttpwss. The Greek terratheistos meant
“one who denies the traditional religion of the étilan establishment” as Socrates found
to his cost. Later the early Christians were actusebeingatheistos because they
refused to join in the cult of the Roman Emperothedsm did not begin to acquire its
modern meaning (“denial of belief in the God of #lerahamic faiths”) until the 17
century when Christian apologists began to critiqualthough historians have a hard
time identifying any atheists from this period. Bvim the 18 century the Scottish
philosopher David Hume, doyen of modern atheisneeasommented that he had never
actually met an atheist. Virtually all the naturphilosophers who established

‘evolutionarily novel’ modern European science weieristians, and presumably Isaac
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Newton and Albert Einstein, both believers in thelifferent ways, were quite
intelligent.

The data that Kanazawa actually reports are setxoofelations between
increased aptitude in intelligence tests (spedificaerbal intelligence, suggested to
reflect ‘general intelligence’) and low religiosiscores in US populations. Despite the
fact that the data are correlative, Kanazawa's pap@eppered with the language of
cause and effect, as if ‘intelligence’ is a caufdtor in levels of religiosity. But
correlations are not the same as causations, amdd#ta are open to a myriad
straightforward sociological interpretations, lotalthe present structure of US society
(in which only 1.6% self-describe as ‘atheist’: pattreligions.pewforum.org/reports),
requiring no recourse at all to evolutionary psyogg.

For example, since religious belief in the USA bfteorrelates with political
conservatism, and atheists are such a tiny minoititis quite possible that the more
verbally intelligent secondary school pupils repdrin Kanazawa’'s paper, whose low
religiosity scores were based entirely on self-reggb assessment, may perceive
themselves as rebels against the status quo. Vietbiigence is a plausibly useful asset
in independence of thought, and so a similar cati@ might be found, for example,
amongst a religious minority exerting their indegence in another country in which
atheism is the status quo. | do not know whethigriththe case. The point is simply that
proximal cultural factors explaining correlationstiween intelligence and religiosity are
intrinsically more plausible than convoluted explions that depend on evolutionary
speculations about what might have been the caséréds of thousands of years ago,
especially if human genetic variation is suppogekave anything to do with it.

Of course at this juncture it is always open taupp®rter of Kanazawa's thesis to
say: “of course, that's what you expect, independesf thought is ‘evolutionarily novel’
as well!” But by that stage it's clear that the @mgy has no clothes. A theory that can
explain everything ends up by explaining nothing.

Most puzzling of all for Kanazawa’s evolutionanterpretation is why, despite
differences in ‘intelligence’ between individuatsgat must go back millennia, ‘atheism’
suddenly appeared upon the world scene as a elapopular human conviction in the
20" century. Were 20 century communists supposed to be more intellRy&@nazawa
does not tell us. One of the many reasons why lgaa-IQ hypothesis lacks
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plausibility in this context is simply because thare good politico-historical reasons
why atheism appeared in the ™2@entury: the Leninist-Marxist revolution of 1917
ushered in an era of state sponsored atheism.dgaHy 1980s around one-third of the
world’s population lived under communist regimesetYthe collapse of Soviet
communism in the late #0century has been associated with a revival oficels belief.
North and South Korea have been separate courdines 1948, insufficient time to
establish any significant genetic differences betwthe two populations, yet the North
is resolutely atheistic, whilst at least 50% ofd@diving in the South are religiously
committed.

The contemporary shrill ‘new atheists’ of the veestworld and the 1.6% atheist
US population are a tiny side-show compared with 26" century waxing and waning
of atheism on the world-stage. In the “dispassienptirsuit of truth” Kanazawa’s
Savanna-lIQ hypothesis does not do very well in a@rplg such phenomena: rival

explanations based on culture and politics do sometter.
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