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So far, research about the relationship between the religious and the nonreligious has almost exclusively 
focused on the relation of the nonreligious towards religion. The other side of that relationship, namely the 
way atheists are perceived and treated by the religious, has been systematically understudied. Therefore, my 
dissertation focusses particularly on the perception of atheists as a group that violates the most basic 
religious norm: to be religious. I study the religious norms in regard to atheism, how they are being expressed 
by the religious and how they are at the center of conflicts between the two groups. As a result, the project 
creates not only new empirical knowledge about an understudied topic, but also develops a new 
understanding of religion.  

I conducted over 158  qualitative (group or individual) interviews of different lengths with atheists and 
believers who are either of different religious affiliations or nonaffiliated. It is therefore probably the biggest 
qualitative data-set about the topic worldwide. The project takes an exploratory research design approach, 
which is based on qualitative data analysis influenced by the Grounded Theory of Barney Glaser and Anselm 
Strauss. That means that I do not start out with a thesis, nor do I try to fit my data into theories. Instead I 
start my analysis with open questions and analyze the data by identifying prevalent patterns, refining them 
with new material and confronting them with contrasting material in order to explore the basic meaning 
structures of the answers. So instead of using data in order to prove or disprove a theory, I use the data to 
create theory.  
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