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With reference to census data, suggest possible reasons for the decline in the number of people identifying themselves as ‘Christian’ and the increasing visibility of ‘alternative’ religions and spiritualities. 

Overall, in the years between 2001 and 2011 the number of people identifying as Christian has fallen. Census results show that while the overall population of England and Wales grew by 3.7 million, the biggest decline in people identifying as Christian on the 2011 census was among people under the age of 60, meaning that it is possible that young people place less emphasis on Christianity than older generations in England and Wales. However, despite the decline in people identifying as Christian, there is a rise in people identifying with a number of alternative spiritualities. Using census data, this essay will examine statistics concerning the fall in numbers of people identifying as Christian, and the recent rise in alternative spiritualities and their followers, while also discussing possible causes for this. Census data can give us an important insight into the reasons for the decreasing amount of people identifying as Christian in the UK. It can also offer interesting perspectives into why the number of people identifying as spiritual are increasing. 

Looking closely at census results in specific areas of England and Wales may offer an interesting perspective as to why census results indicate a decline in the number of people identifying themselves as Christian. 'The top five local authorities with the highest percentage of those with no religion who were born in the UK were in Wales - Blaenau Gwent, Torfaen, Caerphilly, Neath Port Talbot and Merthyr Tydfil (all 99 per cent).'[footnoteRef:23856] Perhaps most interestingly, each of these areas are built on a history of heavy industry, such as coal, iron, and steel – however, more recently, industry in these areas no longer exist on the colossal scale that they once did. As a result, in Blaenau Gwent specifically, 37% of households had no adults in employment[footnoteRef:19234] according to 2011 census data. This census would have occurred after the closure of the county's steelworks in 2001, and also ties in with the conclusion that the public 'were less likely to report being Christian across all age groups in 2011 than in 2001, particularly those aged under 60. The male 35 to 39 age group decreased the most with 47 per cent reporting as Christian in 2011 compared to 66 per cent in 2001'[footnoteRef:2497] as the steelworks primarily employed young men of working age. The reason for this may be similar the fact that 'many Christians interpret the decline of churches as an expression of the modern lack of faith in institutions of any sort'[footnoteRef:3166] This recent decline in religious participation in such areas could be due to a lack of faith in any sort of institution, as the people experiencing unemployment and financial hardship may feel alienated from not only the government and local authorities, but also traditional religion. 

It could also be argued that the population of Christians may not be dropping all that significantly. The reduction in the percentage of people identifying as Christian could in fact be due to demographic change. Due to immigration to England and Wales the population of the country will obviously rise and due to a large number of immigrants to the country not being Christian, this may skew population statistics showing that the number of Christians is dropping significantly when in fact the number of Christians is not drastically falling and instead the population of people identifying with non-Christian religion is rising.  Evidence can be seen in the 2011 census, where 48,088 claimed that they arrived to England and Wales before 1941, while 612,511 people claimed that they arrived in England and Wales in the years 2010-2011[footnoteRef:22171]. The number of people in England and Wales not born in the UK is constantly growing, meaning that it is possible that many of these people are not traditionally Christian.

The last twenty years has seen a technological revolution in terms of smartphones, the rising popularity and accessibility of the internet, and the internet's ability to connect people all over the world in the public domain. More specifically, in the year 1994, the World Wide Web was launched. By 1999, the world was able to connect via 'post' or e-mail online. This progressed to 'a community of writers … sharing their likes, lives and thoughts with the World Wide Web via the emergence of early blogging sites'[footnoteRef:18304]. Much like the rest of the Globalized North, internet culture became increasingly influential throughout everyday life in the United Kingdom, possibly due to its widespread use in the public domain. This enabled discussion on religion and spirituality to take place. Pages such as 'Atheist Time' on Facebook offer an insight into an Atheist's perception of religion and current events. The comment section on such pages also allow and opportunity for visitors to the page to discuss atheism and concepts surrounding religion and spirituality with others around the world. This is just one example of how people may use the internet to discuss spirituality and religion. There are many pages like this that allow for the opportunity for religious and spiritual discourse. These pages allow younger generations in the modern world to question existing traditional Christain beliefs in Britain. Census results in England and Wales showed that while on the whole, the population of England and Wales has increased by '3.7 million between 2001 and 2011 to reach 56.1 million … in 2011, there were 4.1 million fewer people reporting as Christian (from 72 per cent to 59 per cent of the population)'[footnoteRef:30737] In addition to this, statistics from the Office for National Statistics show that on average, people under the age of 55, use the internet more than people in age groups of 55 years and older. Arguably, this could support the idea that the nature of the internet as a gateway to discussion with different cultures and perspectives allows for its users (which happen mainly to be younger people) to question traditional Christian teachings, while age groups who use the internet less frequently may not be exposed to as diverse perspectives on spiritual and religious discourse, thus meaning that the internet may be a contributing factor to the decline in the number of people identifying themselves as ‘Christian’ and the increasing visibility of ‘alternative’ religions and spiritualities. 

Despite the decrease in people identifying as Christian according the UK census data, there has been a recent increase in people identifying as 'spiritual' as opposed to affiliating themselves with traditional Christian denominations. According to 2011 census data, 0.4289% of people identified themselves 'other'[footnoteRef:22337] in terms of religious affiliation. In post-war surveys people who claimed that they 'Don't really think there is any sort of spirit/ God life force' made up 6% of the results in 1947, and this rose to 11% in 1968. However, in 1991, a survey in regards to people's belief in God was carried out in Britain and Northern Ireland. Results found that 75% of people surveyed claimed to believe in some sort of supernatural power[footnoteRef:8461]. The rise of people who identify as spiritual and the fall of people who identify as Christian may not coincidentally coincide. It may be the case that people who traditionally may have identified as Christian who are beginning to lose their faith still believe in some form of higher power and therefore chose to identify as spiritual as opposed to agnostic or atheist.  [23856:  P. Stokes, What does the census tell us about religion in 2011? (Office for National Statistics; 16/05/13)
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The rise of spirituality could also be put down to exposure to mass media. In recent years the amount of information accessible to everyday people has grown exponentially. More and more people are able to access opinions and practices that they would otherwise be unaware of. With this comes the effect of more people being convinced by information that would previously have been niche or inaccessible. This may explain the rapid rise in people turning away from traditional religion which has always been presented to them by figures of authority, and turning towards alternative religions which they may have discovered through the more recent expansion of mass media. This means that people across the world can discover more obscure religious practices that people in their countries may never have been exposed to before. An example of this is discussed in John A. Saliba's Perspectives on New Religions, 'Spiritualism, Theosophy, and New Thought have … relied to some degree on the teachings of Eastern religions[footnoteRef:21244]' The rise of alternative spirituality may also be due to globalisation through mass media, meaning that while people may have traditionally identified as Christian in England and Wales, people may be finding themselves more likely to identify with alternative spiritualities that they have found through their experiences aided by mass media. As many as 240,530[footnoteRef:1358] people in England and Wales have identified as 'other' religion, while just a few decades ago this may not have been the case, possibly due to the lack of mass media in the public domain. 

Ultimately, the analysis of census results can give an important insight into the distribution and popularity of religion and spirituality in England and Wales. These statistics also help to build a bigger picture of why these results may occur. By comparing and contrasting census results it is possible to build a bigger picture in regards to the decline in people identifying as Christian, and the rise in people identifying with alternative spiritualities. We see this through the decline in people identifying as Christian in places such as Blaenau Gwent linked to the closure of big industry and rates of unemployment in these areas. It could be argued that reasons for a decline in people identifying as Christian in these areas may be explained by Bruce's mention of a lack of faith in institution as a whole. For other areas in England and Wales, the reasoning may be different, such as figures of immigration and migration which lead to believers of different faiths moving to England and Wales and being part of census results. However, perhaps the biggest comment on modern society in England and Wales may be the influence of the internet and mass media, and its ability to connect various faiths, spiritualities, and perspectives all over the world. Overall, there is no single answer that can explain the reason for the decline in people identifying as Christian in recent census results, and there appears to be no single reason for the rise in alternative spirituality. However, it is possible to see that the change in census results are due to ever-changing dynamics in society, such as attitudes on a more local scale to institutions in general, and the influence of the evolution of technology in recent times. 
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