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The Changing Religious Landscape: changing demographics

In 1999, the sociologist Peter Berger noted that: “the world is as furiously religious as it ever was,
and in some places more so than ever”i. He called the process ‘desecularization’. Yet, to what
extent we have absorbed the implications that in most parts of the world the most powerful
actors in civil society are religious. The 2012 Pew Survey, ‘The Global Religious Landscape’ stated
that 85% of the world’s population identified themselves as belonging to a specific religion.ii
There is increasing religious diversity around much of the world, not just in the West and
understanding how religion interacts at local, national and international levels is vital. The picture
is made more complicated by the growth of fanaticism and violent extremism.
The increasing movement of people and ideas are challenging what were once religious
monopolies, such as the Orthodox churches in central and Eastern Europe or Hinduism in India.
In China there are more Christians than members of the Chinese Communist Party (87m) iii and in
Russia, although religiously dominated by the Russian Orthodox Church, there are more Muslim
inhabitants than in any other European country (17m or 12% of the population) and 50% of the
military (1.1m) are Muslim. iv
The two largest religions of the world – Christianity (33%; 2.2 billion, 2010) and Islam (23%; 1.6
billion, 2010) – are growing dramatically in the Global South. According to the 2013 report by
Center for the Study of Global Christianity, the proportion of Christians in the world located in
Africa, Asia or Latin America will increase from 41% 1970 to 65% in 2020. In Europe and North
America, Christianity is declining as a percentage of the population.v
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The world’s Christian population is expected to increase to 2.7 billion by 2030, especially
Pentecostals and evangelical Protestants whose numbers are expected to grow to 700 million by
2020, more than a tenfold increase since 1970. After Catholics (1.2 billion, 2010), this collection
of Christian churches represents the largest single grouping of Christians.
The world’s Muslim population is increasing even faster than the Christian, rising from 1.6 billion
in 2010 to 2.2 billion by 2030, according to the Pew report, ‘The Future of the Global Muslim
Population’. Muslims will make up 26.5% of the world’s projected population of 8.3 billion, up
from 23.5% in 2010 (of 6.9 billion). Pakistan will surpass Indonesia as the country with the single
largest Muslim population and the largest Arab country will remain Egypt. Muslims will continue
to be relatively small minorities in Europe and the Americas, but are expected to constitute a
growing share of the total population.vi
One implication of the changing religious landscape is that an increasing number of countries
with substantial Muslim communities also have large Christian populations eg., India contains
32m Christians and 177m Muslims, alongside 830m Hindus, Indonesia 24m Christians and 204m
Muslims, and Nigeria 81m Christians and 75m Muslims. It is not coincidental that in these areas
tensions and conflict have increased, such as in Nigeria. In China, areas of instability include
where followers of the Dalai Llama religious live (Tibet) and in Muslim Uighir areas of north-east
China. In Israel, 23% of population (including Jerusalem but excluding the West Bank) is expected
to be Muslim in 2030 (2.1 million), a dramatic increase from 14% (0.6 million) in 1990vii and
tensions there seem unlikely to decline.
In the Global North, the number of people who do not identify themselves as religious is also
increasing. For example, in the UK, this proportion of the population has risen from 12% to 25%
in a single decade, according to the 2011 censusviii and continues to grow. A Pew Forum study
issued in 2015, projecting the future of world religions 35 years forward, to 2050, makes
interesting reading for Europeans as Europe is the only region projected to see a decline in its
total population between 2010 (745m) and 2050 (700m). Although Christians will continue to be
the largest religious group in the region, Europe’s Christian population is expected to drop by
about 100 million people, falling from 555 million in 2010 to 455 million in 2050. In the same
period, Europe’s Muslim population is projected to increase from 44m to 70m. The religiously
unaffiliated population in Europe is expected to grow by about 16%, from 140 million in 2010 to
160 million in 2050.ix
This brief overview makes clear why we need to understand the influence of religion otherwise,
as the 2010 Chicago Council on Global Affairs report states, “it will be much harder, if not
impossible, to accomplish important goals – including development objectives, conflict resolution
and the promotion of social and human rights.”x Religion cannot be separated from world affairs,
nor can logic be liberated from those beliefs that claim to transcend it. Religious motivation does
not disappear simply because it is not mentioned.
The contemporary religious landscape is a mosaic of different religions and beliefs, each with
multiple strands influencing and being influenced by the society in which it is located. Religion is
a both unifier and divider and understanding its role today requires sensitivity to nuance as well
as to the specific, often local, context. Religion has seldom operated as a static bloc with set
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beliefs but is adaptable, shaped by and shaping its surroundings. Whilst tempting, it is a mistake
to depict it as homogeneous. Religion is far more complicated.
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