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Assignment 3: 2000wd essay     		
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 spiritualties.   

The question of whether there is a decline in people identifying as ‘Christian’ in the United Kingdom (UK), is complex, especially when relying on data collected from censuses, however there are many sociological reasons why the data could be supported, and this is especially true when considering the increase in ‘alternative’ religions and spiritualities.

Census data within the UK has been collected every ten years since 1801, though not consistently. Census data, especially on the subject of religion, has been sporadic and problematic, insofar as the formation of the questioning regarding religion has not been consistent. For example, in the 2001 census regarding religion, its ‘none’ category became a ‘no religion’ category in the 2011 census, (Lee, 2014: 468). There have, however, been many polls and surveys that have revealed a decline in people identifying themselves as Christian, and an increase in other religions and spiritualities. Much of the data collected has been steered towards gaining data on church attendance, and ceremonies, such as christenings or baptisms, confirmations, deaths and marriages, all of which, for most attendees, occur due to cultural norms, pressures and expectations, often without any questioning of one’s faith, or even personal conviction, (Haralambos, 1990: 97). Church ceremonies have historically been central to community bonds and celebrations, as such strengthening social relations, but attendance at such events does not automatically mean that these are regular churchgoers, nor that they have a Christian faith. 
It is not until the 2001 and 2011 UK censuses that the religion question is included. In 2001, the census asked for the belief system to be filled in by the public, this lead to a wide range of beliefs being cited, including ‘Jedi’ and ‘heavy metal’, which could imply that the answers are unreliable. In addition, many people declined to answer this question, so the statistical data cannot be certain as a result of this.  

Census data would, however, appear to indicate that for decades there has been a decline in people identifying themselves as Christian. Up until 1969 attendance to the Church of England was compulsory and thereafter was not, this would account to some degree for the decline of Christian religious attendance since 1969 (Field, 2009: 6). As this legislation was lifted and people were not penalised for non-attendance, and given that free will and choice prevailed, people then, in theory, made their own choices, (Davie, 2015: 7). Davie points out that there was a cultural shift from one of obligation to attend church services, to one of choice, therefore data from this point on could be deemed more reliable regarding demographics of people with active Christian faith (ibid).  Attendance deemed compulsory would indicate a forced nation regardless of whether their faith was true or not, however, it was much more likely to be sociological pressure which policed this, but non-attendance at church services does not necessarily mean that people’s faith had altered.  Freedom of choice is a powerful ideal which has a great influence on people, some welcome the freedom to make their own choices, where others have felt more comfortable being told what to do as opposed to thinking for themselves, therefore beliefs in Christianity are not necessarily underpinning the actions which are being quantified by the statistical data being gathered. 

With the scientific age of the Industrial Revolution, people began to question beliefs as a whole, as ‘God’ could not be proven, therefore the scientists of this period often turned against the Church. In addition, ideas beyond Christianity and Western ‘norms’ developed, because the growth in industry and trains offered opportunities of travel, to visit and interact with people of different faiths and beliefs. From this point on, travel became more widespread and the immigration of people from other parts of the world grew, as did the dispersal of UK residents to foreign climes, all of which are likely to have impacted upon Christian beliefs. 

The two world wars caused disillusion within Christianity due to the loss of life, families losing generations of men to war possibly gave rise to the upsurge in new religions being explored. For the women left behind, Spiritualism offered the chance to talk to loved ones which not only gave comfort to families who had lost loved ones, but also closure, as many people who went to war were not found and either stated as missing in action or assumed dead. Therefore, engaging with ‘Spiritualists’, and ‘psychics’ was a way to resolve these losses and as such the ‘Spiritualist’ Church grew in popularity (Tymn, 2014), especially in the female population. 

Post war Britain saw an increase in other faiths due to immigration which accommodated the increased demand for labour at that time. Immigration was encouraged by the government, particularly from Britain’s colonies, especially India, and this brought in communities who had faiths such as Hindu, Muslim and Sikh, (Singh and Tatla, 2006: 2).
There have been waves of immigration into Great Britain for generations, which has led to such an integrated multi-cultural society that shows a fall-off of Christian ideology. 

In the late 1960s Sunday trading laws were removed, so that the day of the week lost its level of ‘sacredness’, and this may account for a decline in attendance at church, as a culture that is consumer driven, grew and now thrives. A lack of attendance at church can be argued as influencing beliefs because the interaction with faith, in groups, confirms and develops beliefs and provides an associated community which live by the guidelines of such a faith, thus perpetuating it.

The 1960s offered a much more integrated global perspective and advances in technology, giving better access to different cultures and more leisure time available to explore both physically and mentally other cultures and concepts/perspectives. 
In 2001 the outbreak of foot and mouth had an overwhelming effect on the UK and most noticeably within rural communities where farming and agricultural practices were greatly affected.  Epidemics effect religious practice insofar as parishioners either find strength within their Christian beliefs, or, very much the opposite, fleeing from God, who has let them down (Slack, 1995: 4).

The feminist movement now in its third wave could also account for some of the decline in Christian belief due to the patriarchal order of the Church of England. 

Of all the factors mentioned I conclude that the generational impact is potentially the biggest factor to consider. Immigration for decades has without doubt, increased Britain’s cultural and religious diversity, with generations of families who have settled in Britain, ( Crockett and Voas, 2006)

Note
 Unfortunately, although I have many more sources to include and reference and discuss I have ran out of time. 
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