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The authors begin by explaining that this book is the result of surveys of atheists in different parts of America and Canada. They also included fundamentalist christians in their surveys to use for comparisons.

They devised a 20-question “religious doubts scale” to determine, in more detail, what the atheists in their study “do not believe.”

They encourage the readers to fill out the questionaire themselves. They instruct you to “write down a score respresenting the extent to which you presently have doubts about religion … because of the factor in each question.”

But when discussing the results, they interpret each question as being “the factor” in causing the respondent to become an atheist. I found that very confusing. The instructions did not match what they discussed in the results.

But the following chapter makes up for the disappointing start by telling the stories of dozens of atheists and how they came to disbelieve. Their stories run the gamut from uneventful decisions to family-tearing spectacles. Many of the stories will boil the blood of any atheist reader. Their stories pretty much destroy the myth of christian moral superiority.
The next chapter deals with “dogmatism” and surprisingly, the atheists turned out to be almost as dogmatic as the religious people. 

Actually that did not surprise me because being atheistic is no guarantee of rationality. It simply means they have one less irrational belief. Granted that religion is probably the biggest irrational belief of all, but I have found that atheists can be almost as irrational and dogmatic as true believers.
Rationalists are a subset of atheists. I do not agree that a theist can claim to be a rationalist. However, I see no difficulty including deists in the rationalist category. I would classify objectivism as a subset within rationalism. I am not included in that subset. To more easily understand how all these groups interact, construct a Venn diagram.

Next the authors looked at who was more zealous, atheists or believers. Atheist were only moderately disposed to proselytize youngsters, with most preferring to direct the child to find the answers on their own and make their own decision.
By contrast, believers were extremely likely to try to convince the child to become religious. They were not in the least interested in letting the child freely choose for themselves. 

Also, atheists would not favor forcing atheistic teachings on children at school, whereas  fundamentalist parents favored enforcing the teaching of their religious beliefs on children in school. Can you spell H-Y-P-O-C-R-I-T-E?
Obviously, fundamentalists have no interest in objectivity or fairness. Their only interest is in forcing their religion on others.

The author’s studies indicate that prejudice towards minorities may come more from the tendancy to follow authoritarianism than from religion. Atheists tended to be less authoritarian and therefore more tolerant of others.
The authors then spend a chapter explaining the weaknesses of their methods (these weaknesses are inherent in any testing process and not due to errors by the authors).
This is followed by a review of the results that intends to present the reader with an overall picture of what the “typical” atheist is really like.

The authors also discussed the results of “agnostics” (whom they defined as not committed either way, rather than the technical definition of “not knowable”) and “non-church-going believers. As expected, these two groups tended to fall in-between atheists and fundamentalists on most of the tests. But these “mild” believers seemed to be more closely correlated to the non-believers than they did to the fundamentalists (I would call that a “good” sign).

Summarizing the results, the authors found a progression in attitudes as you went from atheist, through moderates, to fundamentalists: dogmatism, authoritarianism, zealousness, and prejudice all increased as one read the results from atheism to fundamentalism.

The moral superiority constantly claimed by christians was thoroughly dismantled by this study.

In the final chapter, responses are given by eight atheists included in the study. They all had a problem with the basis that the authors used to come to the conclusion that they were dogmatic. I tend to agree - it was a bad question. The authors showed great honesty by including these criticisms of their work in this book. 

I would have preferred that the authors had chosen one grading scale to apply to all the tests, as that would have made it easier to follow. But the authors had a really difficult task: how to make a book on poll results interesting? They gave it their best shot … but, it was pretty brutal.

I would not recommend this book mainly because it bored me to tears. However, that was due more to the nature of the book, than to the authors. To be fair, had this book been authored by Sam Harris, himself, the grade likely would have been the same.
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