
the two pools—o≠ers countless future
breakthroughs, Hau says. In conjunction
with her earlier research, this new discov-
ery draws a blueprint for a quantum com-
puter. “With our early experiments, we
made the memory,” she says. “Now, in this
experiment, where we can intentionally
change the optical information, we can
start to make the processing unit.” Future
computers, instead of relying on electrical
impulses, could rely on this type of light-

form data, she explains. This would allow
not only for faster transfer of information,
but for more secure data, because any at-
tempt to decode the information would
change the state of the matter, making in-
tercepts easy to detect. Superfast, super-
powered quantum computers would also
be able to encode light data with massive
algorithms that even a supercomputer
would need years to decipher, providing
an additional layer of security.

“There are so many things we can start
to do—it’s just a matter of, ‘Oh gee, what
should we pick?’” says Hau. Whatever the
choice may be, it’s likely that this time,
her colleagues—doubters no more—will
be watching closely.       �daniel morrell
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I
n their early years, many American
universities had openly religious agen-
das. Harvard’s own mission, according to
a 1643 pamphlet, was “To

advance Learning and per-
petuate it to Posterity;
dreading to leave an illiter-
ate Ministery [sic] to the
Churches.” But in the cen-
turies that followed, pro-
fessors began to see their
mandate as seeking secular
truth, rather than spread-
ing the Gospel. Today, it
may seem that religion has
been very nearly banished
from the ivory tower. 

“ There’s a way in
which you imagine acade-
micians developing their
social and political atti-
tudes in a realm of pure
rationality devoid [of reli-
gious] concerns and en-
tanglements,” says assis-
tant professor of soci-
ology Neil Gross, who
coauthored a study of
professors’ religious be-
liefs that will appear as a
chapter in the forthcom-
ing book The American 
University in a Postsecular
Age. “Of course,” he adds,
“we find that that’s not
the case. Academics are
social actors, just like
everyone else.”

Last spring, in a survey
of 1, 500 professors (from

dozens of fields, working at community
colleges, four-year colleges, and elite re-
search universities, denominational and

otherwise), Gross and a colleague, Solon
Simmons of George Mason University,
asked about their respondents’ political
and social views. They found that more
than half of the academics believe in God
and less than a quarter are either atheist
or agnostic.

The numbers surprised them, “particu-
larly given that religion is not something

that most professors talk
about too much with their
peers,” says Gross. “I think
it’s something that most
academicians think of as a
private matter, something
that doesn’t have much of a
place in departmental dis-
cussions, or in research.”
(Though comparatively
low, the percentage of non-
believers in academia is
still much higher than the
percentage of self-de-
scribed nonbelievers found
among the general public.
That figure is only about 7
percent, according to the
nationwide General Social
Survey, issued by the Na-
tional Opinion Research
Center at the University of
Chicago.)

Just as surprising to the
researchers was the range
of belief across institutions
and fields of research. Al-
though nearly 37 percent of
professors at elite research
schools like Harvard are
atheist or agnostic, about
20 percent of their col-
leagues have “ no doubt
that God exists.” At com-
munity colleges, in con-
trast, 15 percent of profes-
sors are atheist or agnostic,
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and 40 percent believe in God. These
di≠erences exist because of professors’
backgrounds and inclinations, says Gross.
Professors who come from higher socioe-
conomic classes and are drawn to research
over teaching or service—characteristics
more common among academics at elite
institutions—tend to be less religious.

A professor’s field of research or disci-
pline is also predictive, he adds: psycholo-
gists and biologists are most likely to be
nonbelievers (61 percent are atheist or ag-
nostic), followed by mechanical engi-
neers, economists, and political scientists.
The most likely believers are professors
of accounting (63 percent have no doubt
that God exists), followed by professors
of elementary education, finance, art,
criminal justice, and nursing.

The data don’t show why psychology
professors are much more likely than pro-
fessors of accounting to be atheists; that
would require a longitudinal study over
decades. But theories abound, says Gross.
One suggests that social scientists work
hard to prove their fields of study are in
fact science, and distancing themselves
from religious belief helps in their attempt
to do that. Another possibility is that so-
cial scientists spend their time analyzing
man-made institutions, which Gross
notes could have a “de-divinizing e≠ect”
on them. More data are needed to explain
the observed di≠erences, he says, but in
general, “the further away the professor is
from the traditional liberal-arts core, the
greater the tendency to be religious.” 

The researchers are now conducting
in-depth follow-up interviews with
about 70 professors, in six fields. One
question asks what role, if any, they think
religion should play in teaching and re-
search—particularly timely, given the
current public debates about stem-cell
research and evolution.

In addition, given that millions of stu-
dents are enrolled in American universi-
ties, “It’s not surprising that there’s a lot
of concern both from committed secular-
ists and from people of faith over what
form the college experience should take,”
says Gross. “Should it be a largely secular
matter? Or should it be a place where one
is taught about religion and perhaps even
where one learns religious values?”
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