Christenings:polysemy and semiotic struggle.

Intorduction

The questionnaire
Having begun to analyse the situation in the terms stated in the introduction, I felt that it would be useful to test the hypothesis. The result was the questionnaire featured in appendix 1. It was drawn up on the basis of the meanings that I had impressionistically gathered from conversations, discussion in literature and the media. A prototype was used and then the order of the questions and a few alterations to wording were made. A comparison of results shows that the order of questions did not affect the general pattern of responses. The reader will note that there are questions on the questionnaire that are not used in the essay and graphs. And, if the figures are checked, it will be seen that there are much fewer responses. This is because the questions were not always put (for reasons that need not detain us now).

The questionnaire was administered to parents who had enquired about having their child or children "christened". It was the first thing that was done in the interview so that what might be said in the course of the interview would not affect the answers given. As far as possible parents were encouraged to give honest answers rather than to second guess what I wanted to hear. If both parents were present, they were encouraged not to worry about giving different answers.

Each parent or couple were asked to rank the possible reasons for wanting their child christened along a scale of 'not important' [=0], 'slightly important' [=1], 'fairly important' [=2],  or 'very important' [=3]. The questio0n each time was presented in the form: 'in asking for your child to be christened, how important to you is ...'. The reasons were then each places in the blank: 
wanting to celebrate the birth of your child
introducing your child to church
giving thanks for a safe delivery
giving thanks for the child him or herself
family tradition or pressure
asking fro God's blessings on him/her
naming the child before God
asking God's help to be good parents
opening the door to Sunday school

Then there were three more optional questions which are presented in the data but which are not commented on here as the figures are too slight.

The questionnaire has been administered in four parishes by myself and in a further four parishes by colleagues. The total of responses used is c.100 representing answers given to me from two parishes and from the four from colleagues who agreed to use the questionnaire for a time. It should be said that the questionnaires may not all have had a uniform degree of encouragement given to the respondents not to second guess the questioners preferred outcome. However my colleagues did receive instructions to make sure that the questionnaire was administered first of all before any 'instruction' about christening or baptism was given. The time span of administration is roughly eight years during the  late 1980's to the mid 1990's in parishes ranging from largely working class to middle class more results would be needed to establish significant results based on class and the data seems not to be giving any potentially significant indicators of difference in class-related responses. Further questionnaires were administered beyond those used for this study until 1999 and the results of these [from a further parish] were consistent with those already obtained. I am fairly confident therefore that these figures are representative of attitudes towards Christening among those who largely ask about it of Church of England ministers in ordinary parishes during the 1990's.

The basic results of the survey are presented in graph form in appendix 2 and the tabulated results form appendix 3. The tabulated results are broken down by age and gender. Please refer to the questionnaire in appendix 1 to make sense of the abbreviated legend on the graphs. There are more responses from women. There are two probable contributory factors in this; one is the apparent division of labour whereby women are seen to be responsible for such things (see the body of the essay), and the greater effort needed to see the fathers. This difficulty might be due to working arrangements (both theirs and the minister's), absence of the father from the home and life of mother and child or, sometimes, disinterest.

Significant results
Certain results stand out as particularly remarkable and intriguing. They can be related according to age and/or gender. I will begin by highlighting them and then reflecting on their possible significances and related issues.

With the figures we are dealing with, statistical significance is roughly at a threshold of c.5%; anything under that figure is as likely to be 'chance' as meaningful. Above 5% the figures become increasingly likely to be meaningful. I gratefully acknowledge the advice of Mr. Mike Hall, a mathematics teacher, in interpreting significance and giving me rough guidelines.

Age related
One significant result emerges which correlates to age. The second question ("thanks for the child") is rated as very important by 100% of respondents under the age of 25 years whereas for those over 25 years it was only given by 75% (female respondents) or 85% (male respondents) who gave "fairly important" responses instead.

Another apparently age-related result is the issue of family tradition. While there is a slighter gender difference in this aspect of motivation, the biggest difference is in the "not important" responses. In short those over 25 years were more likely to attach slight or no importance than those under 25 years who, correspondingly were much more likely to attach a greater degree of importance to that motivation.

Though there is also some difference relating to gender, the penultimate question revealed an age-related difference. The question asks respondents to assess the relative importance of the motivation "asking God's help to be good parents" and replies show the under 25's to be more likely to attach the label "very important" to that motivation.

Gender related
Overall, men were less likely to give "very/important" responses than were women of the same age-group. The only exceptions to this were the responses to "giving thanks for a safe delivery" where more men than women returned 'very importent' responses, but this difference is not really statistically significant. The most remarkably differing responses by gender related to "family tradition/pressure". In this case many more men than women declared this to be very important. On the other hand, this latter was somewhat paradoxical because the men also showed a marginally greater propensity to declare that the issue of family tradition was not important at all, though this latter figure is probably not significant in statistical terms. Although there was also a slightly higher proportion of men attaching 'very important' to "asking God's help to be good parents", this is, again, probably not statistically significant. In addition, when it is compared to the figures for age and gender together it would seem that this is more likely to do with the sampling. That the proportion of men to women in each group skewed the 'consolidated' figures.

Men were, correspondingly, more likely to return 'not important' responses than women. The only exception is not statistically significant. The most significant differences were to do with 'opening the door to Sunday School' and 'asking for God's blessing on the child' . With the latter response it is significant also that the women gave this a significant score under 'very important' and if 'fairly important was added, accounted for a score of over 90%, against a score of just over 70% for the men. 

Both age and gender related
Of the four main groups combining age and gender factors, it was the under-25 men who were very much more likely to give a response of "celebrating the birth ...". This figure was higher even than the women of the corresponding age range and women of the  25-34 age range.

The women under 25 were most likely to rate "giving thanks for a safe delivery" highly. However we should notice that it is more a matter of degree since those older women who didn't rate it 'very important' rated it 'fairly important'. As mentioned in the above two sections, there are differences between ages and genders relating to the issue of family tradition.


