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ABSTRACT 
This paper examines a series of YouTube videos associated with 
atheism, comparing specific religious positions’ videos as a 
benchmark for analysis. The paper found that atheists tended to be 
portrayed more positively, and gained more interest in YouTube 
as opposed to religious positions pertaining to Christianity, and to 
the perception of atheists depicted in an offline setting. Using two 
versions of the YouTube API, viewcounts, likes and dislikes 
ratios, channel counts, and sentiment analyses are performed as 
methods to conduct this study. The results of a study aimed at 
examining the stigma associated with atheism, through new 
perceptions of atheism being ‘millitant’ forming  ‘New Atheism’, 
which is understood as strongly opposing religious belief. 
Examining atheism in this setting represents this paper as one of 
the first papers to study the atheist position on the Web. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
An Ipsos Mori survey found that atheism has been slowly 
increasing in the past 26 years, in the UK, with 65% claiming to 
belong to a religion in 1985 and 53% in 2011 [1].  Nevertheless, 
through an extensive search of literature in many journal 
databases, no writings were found that examined atheism on the 
Web. The lack of empirical examination of atheism on the Web, 
and indeed the limited number of publications researching atheism 
in general, may perhaps have stemmed from the prominence of 
‘closet atheism’, which describes a fear of admitting to be an 
atheist because of the potential effects this may have on 
professional reputation [2]. In agreement with this notification, a 
study by Franks & Sherr [3] found that prejudice against atheists 
in the USA is widespread, and that atheists are lagging behind 
many minority groups on measures of social acceptance. Dawkins 
cites a Gallup poll performed in 1999 finding that only 49% of 
citizens would vote for an atheist for a political role, whilst 94% 
would vote for a Roman Catholic, 92% for a Jew, and 79% for a 
Mormon with equal qualifications [4]. This may encourage ‘closet 
atheism’, suggesting that some may untruthfully attribute 
themselves to a belief system to reduce such potential 
discrimination. Utilising analyses of YouTube data and comments 
in response to atheism, Mormon, Christian, and Jehovah‘s 
Witness videos, this paper presents an exploratory insight into the 
comparative differences between the perception of atheists in the 
‘real-world’, Christian-related religions on YouTube, and atheist 
positions on YouTube.  

2. DEFINING ATHEISM 
It has been stated that the concept of atheism is both a “vexed and 
vexatious issue”, with its etymology stemming from classical 
Greek: a- (normally meaning ‘without’ or ‘not’) and –theos 
(‘god’) [5]. One may decipher that this does not assert or claim 
the non-existence of ‘God’ or gods, but is an absence of the belief 
that there is one, moreover the rejection of the positive claim that 
there is a God or gods until proven otherwise [5]. This appears to 
differ from Wikipedia’s definition in stating that: “it is the 
position that there are no deities” [6]. Akin to this assumption, it 
has been stated that atheism is not only the rejection of the claim, 
but a method through which to assault and debunk religion [7]. 
Other authors even deny the existence of atheism or doubt that it 
is an honest position, due to the perception that atheists have a 
lack of moral compass out of a lack of belief in a ‘holy’ book [8]. 
Berman [8] notes conversely that those who are denying atheisms 
existence or claiming for its dishonesty are those who may be 
searching for self-fulfillment. In summary of the limited authors 
in this field, atheism is the lack of speculation of deities, requiring 
empirical and demonstrable evidence to accept if there are [5].  

3. METHODOLOGY 
Data was collected utilising two versions of the YouTube API. 
The API included comments, quantity of views, total channel 
subscribers, amount of likes and number of dislikes. YouTube 
was chosen as it enables individuals and organisations to portray 
personal opinions, beliefs and positions utilising rich and 
interactive media. By analysing the sentiment of YouTube 
comments associated with atheism and religion, specifically 
Christian, Mormon, Catholic and Jehovah’s Witness, primarily in 
English, comparisons can be drawn regarding the controversy of 
certain videos, and the particular position that is conveyed.  

3.1 Methodological Process 
A set of keywords were selected, namely; atheism, Christianity, 
Mormonism, Catholic and Jehovah’s Witness. Keywords were 
selected according to their theoretical and conceptual relationship 
to the core terms noted above, and equivalent terms are compared 
to reduce bias in the findings. These searches were conducted 
both for videos and for channels associated with the various 
positions. Keywords were then filtered if the view count of such 
videos failed to reach a minimum 10,000-view threshold.  The 
process of analysis was performed as follows: 
1. For each keyword, the first 500 channels’ data, returned by 

relevance to search term, were collected. For each channel, 
the total views count was retrieved, and the videos were 
selected from the total videos returned as a result of a 
minimum 10-000 threshold filters. A 100,000-view threshold 
is also used to test the distribution of higher viewed videos. 

2. For each channel, the first 5 most popular videos were 
chosen for analysing the sentiment of their comments. 
Videos that had less than 100,000 views were not included in 
the sentiment analysis. This is because it was determined that 



videos with more views and comments were more likely to 
have encouraged debate, and some cases controversy.  

3. A manual qualitative analysis was performed on the most-
viewed 10 videos of each keyword to ensure that the results 
of the sentiment analysis were appropriate.  

4. FINDINGS 
The search terms “catholic”, “catholicism”, “mormon”, 
“mormonism”, “atheist”, “christianity” and “Jehovah’s Witness” 
were requested less in comparison to the terms “christian religion” 
and “atheism”. The number of channels in the search results for 
each also indicates the popularity of the terms when it comes to 
user searches for the content on YouTube. The number of videos 
retrieved for each query after choosing the top viewed 5 for each 
of the 500 channels (resulting in 17710 videos) and then filtering 
by 10,000 and 100,000 (resulting in 4087 and 1066 videos 
correspondingly). This showed that the distribution of video 
popularity hardly changed between filters. A sentiment analysis 
showed that there was a reasonably even spread of average 
sentiment rating, but those that depicted “atheist”, “atheism”, 
“Jehovah’s Witness” and “mormon” positions received a higher 
like to dislike ratio (20:1). This finding showed that those videos 
tended to encourage an audience that agreed with the content of 
the respective video. This finding is tentative due to the potential 
for sarcasm, irony and lack of context within respective 
comments. Therefore, manual qualitative analyses (step 3) were 
performed to retest and analyse the data collected from the 
channel view count analyses in step 1. 

4.1 Comment Sentiment Analysis 
Firstly, the number of videos that acquired over 1,000 comments 
on YouTube was higher for three specific keywords: “atheism”, 
“Christianity” and “Christian Religion”. For all queries the 
average sentiment was between 4 and 10, which suggested that 
there were no discernable differences in sentiment of the videos, 
and thus not strong conclusions were drawn with this data.  

4.2 Likes to Dislikes Ratio 
In all cases, the keywords “atheism” and “atheist” combined had 
the highest likes-ratio in comparison to the grouping of any other 
terms of religious position. For example, the results formed from 
combining “mormon” and “mormonism” (the nearest contender) 
(18:1) returned a lower ratio than that of the atheist position 
(20:1). These data indicated a strong positive regard to videos that 
are controversial and held an atheist position. 

4.3 View Count Popularity 
Through conducting step 1 it was identified that the two terms 
“atheist” and “atheism” are the most popular by viewcount. This 
includes all videos from all 500 channels within each of search 
terms. When compared with atheism keywords, other Christian-
focused position keywords yielded fewer views. Even still, the 
“christian religion” keyword returned a high amount of views 
with regards to its top 500 channels. Nevertheless, atheism-related 
keywords had a higher viewcount than all other keywords 
combined in this analysis.  

5. DISCUSSION 
As noted earlier, this paper is presented as one of the first studies 
in this respective field of researching atheism as it pertains to the 
Web. Furthermore, in the evident lack of empirical research into 
this topic, and the emerging disparity between the reputation of 
atheists offline and online, it appears that more research is 

required in this field to uncover further sociocultural issues 
pertaining to attributing to an atheist position.  

6. CONCLUSIONS 
It was evident from the study that proclaimed atheists offline are 
not as positively perceived as atheists on YouTube. This may 
indeed stem from the ability for the Web to empower minorities 
and connect with others within the minority group more 
succinctly. Nevertheless, the findings of this study identified that 
mormons were closely prevalent with regards to their likes to 
dislikes ratio on YouTube. Similarly the “catholic” search term 
for channels returned 133,000 results showing that catholics had 
many related YouTube channels, but not a high sentiment, high 
viewcount or likes to dislikes ratio. This finding is an early 
indication of the quality of content being uploaded to YouTube on 
catholic-related topics. The research also provided numerous 
analyses where atheism appeared as being a position of growing 
interest and popularity. This may have been out of the controversy 
surrounding recent books on this topic. Nevertheless, the data also 
showed that the likes to dislikes ratio and sentiment were 
marginally higher than others in this dataset. This also appears to 
indicate a positive projection of atheism on YouTube, contrary to 
that portrayed in offline settings. Thus it appears that YouTube 
empowers atheists to convey a message, which is perceivably not 
possible in the ‘real world’.  
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