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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Introduction
This paper presents a critical comparative analysis of two studies that explore belief in reincarnation within predominantly Christian contexts: T. L. Brink’s “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,”[footnoteRef:2] and Walter and Waterhouse’s “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.”[footnoteRef:3] Although both texts explore the coexistence of reincarnation belief within Christian-identified populations, they do so through individual methodological designs and with differing interpretative orientations. These differences give rise to contrasting conclusions, not only about the nature of the belief itself but also about how it ought to be understood and situated within broader patterns of religiosity. [2:  T. L. Brink, “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,” Review of Religious Research 20, no. 1 (1978): 82–85.]  [3:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England,” Sociology of Religion 60, no. 2 (1999): 187–97.] 

In what follows, this paper seeks to undertake a structured comparison across three key vectors. First, it examines how methodological design shapes the nature and scope of the data collected, as well as the types of interpretation that become possible. Second, it explores how researcher reflexivity and positionality inform access to participants, the framing of questions, and the epistemological stance taken towards belief contradiction. Third, it considers the theoretical consequences of these methodological and reflexive choices, while being careful not to impose theoretical labels that the authors themselves do not claim.
Contextualizing the Studies
The differences in Brink’s and Walter and Waterhouse’s approaches are produced within the research climates of their respective periods. Brink’s study as he makes mention of, reflects a 1970s study of religion still committed to measuring belief against institutional norms.[footnoteRef:4] This was a period marked by the aftershocks of the 1960s countercultural movements, growing anxiety over moral decline, and the continued influence of the secularisation thesis. Bryan Wilson’s “Religion in Secular Society,”[footnoteRef:5] was especially influential within British sociology of religion, where his argument—that modernisation leads to the decline of religious authority—shaped both academic frameworks and policy thinking.[footnoteRef:6]. In addition to this, while Brink does not cite Festinger, his approach is broadly consistent with the logic of Leon Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance, developed in “A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance,”[footnoteRef:7] which posits that individuals experience psychological discomfort when holding conflicting beliefs, and are thus motivated to resolve or rationalise the inconsistency.[footnoteRef:8] This understanding can be heard in Brink’s interpretation of survey responses in which Catholic girls affirm both belief in heaven and in reincarnation—two views traditionally understood as theologically incompatible. Rather than exploring how participants might personally reconcile these views, Brink treats the contradiction as a measurable inconsistency, symptomatic of a broader breakdown in doctrinal adherence. His use of survey data reflects this orientation, positioning belief inconsistency as a problem to be recorded and explained, rather than interpreted on its own terms.  [4:  Brink, “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,” 84.]  [5:  Bryan Wilson, Religion in Secular Society, ed. Steve Bruce (U.S.A: Oxford University Press, 2016).]  [6:  Wilson, 15–76.]  [7:  Leon Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (U.S.A: Stanford University Press, 1957).]  [8:  Festinger, 1–3.] 

Two decades later, Walter and Waterhouse were working in a different intellectual and disciplinary landscape. The assumption that belief must be internally consistent had come under sustained critique, and attention had shifted toward the hybridity and reflexivity of lived religion. Rather than measuring belief against institutional norms, their open-ended interviews allowed participants to explain the logic of their views in their own terms. Their approach reflects a broader move toward studying religion as it is practiced, rather than as it is prescribed—a shift which responded to the rise of individualized, seeker-oriented spiritualities in late modernity. Their study makes space for lived religion frameworks, which highlight the everyday, improvisational, and often contradictory ways people construct meaning outside formal theological categories. A clear example comes from their interview with a participant who states, “how can so many bad things happen in the world if you have a loving God?... The thought of reincarnation provided the answers for me.”[footnoteRef:9] Rather than treating this as a failure of coherence, the authors allow her account to stand on its own terms, illustrating how personal spirituality often defies binary classification. In contrast to Brink’s framing, contradiction here is not a problem to be resolved but a meaningful part of religious life. The flexibility of their method invites a different kind of knowledge—one grounded in narrative, nuance, and subjective coherence. [9:  Walter and Waterhouse, “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England,” 193.] 

Both studies reflect different methods of data collection, neither of which occur in a vacuum; they emerge from different periods with differing assumptions about how religious experience can be known. Brink’s analysis operates within a time where coherence is expected, and inconsistency is approached as psychological tension. Walter and Waterhouse, writing in a different intellectual period, present inconsistency as an ordinary feature of contemporary spirituality, shaped by plural commitments and subjective negotiation. Their environments echo in their respective methodologies and shape the kinds of insight each study makes possible. In this sense, each study not only produces different accounts of reincarnation belief but participates in constructing what counts as legitimate knowledge about religion. These points are discussed in greater detail in the sections that follow.
Methodological Approaches
Survey-Based vs. Interview-Based Research
As briefly mentioned earlier, the methodological differences between Brink and Walter and Waterhouse structure the kinds of data collected, the interpretive possibilities available, and the conceptualization of belief itself. Brink’s use of a closed-question survey is designed to test internal consistency. Respondents—Catholic girls attending a parochial high school—were asked to express agreement or disagreement with discrete belief statements, including “I believe in reincarnation” and “Jesus is the Saviour.”[footnoteRef:10] Beliefs are treated as mutually exclusive and quantifiable, and contradiction is inferred when a participant affirms both reincarnation and core Catholic teachings. For example, Brink reports that while 54% of those who believed in reincarnation also affirmed that “Jesus is the Saviour,” this figure was significantly lower than among non-reincarnationists, and is presented as evidence of a “lack of understanding” or belief inconsistency.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Brink, “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,” 83.]  [11:  Brink, 83.] 

Rather than exploring how respondents interpret these overlapping beliefs, Brink presents inconsistency as a measurable deviation from Catholic teaching and interprets overlapping beliefs as indicators of misunderstanding or conceptual confusion. While he does not cite cognitive dissonance theory, his framing of contradiction—as something to be identified and accounted for—bears resemblance to its underlying assumptions. Yet, he offers no qualitative engagement with how belief in reincarnation might function symbolically, affectively, or narratively within Catholic identity. His method allows for classification, but not interpretation, rendering contradiction visible as statistical deviation from theological orthodoxy.
Walter and Waterhouse by contrast, work with open-ended, semi-structured interviews that foreground how belief is articulated in everyday terms.[footnoteRef:12] Their method does not presume internal coherence, nor does it treat inconsistency as something requiring resolution. Some respondents, for example, drew on Hindu scriptures often referencing karma as an influence in their beliefs around reincarnation.”[footnoteRef:13] The researchers however, did not frame these explanations as a declarations of faith, nor as an abandonment of Christian identities, but as an interpretive resource—noting how some participants even made links to Western notions.[footnoteRef:14] Such expressions would be unmeasurable in Brink’s methodology. They lack creedal clarity, resist binary classification, and defy attribution to a single belief system. Yet it is precisely this ambiguity that Walter and Waterhouse make central. Their interviewees are not defenders of formal institutional religious beliefs, but meaning-makers, navigating plural influences, perhaps—Christian, spiritualist, therapeutic, and existential. Again, reflecting a broader shift in the sociology of religion from institutional affiliation to lived experience, where belief is understood not as propositional assent but as interpretive labour. [12:  Walter and Waterhouse, “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.”]  [13:  Ibid., 194.]  [14:  Ibid.] 

Through their data collection, Brink’s approach constructs belief as something stable, measurable, and ideally coherent. Walter and Waterhouse’s method reflects a different epistemological assumption: that belief may be fragmented, experimental, and internally plural. Each method produces different kinds of data, but more significantly, each enacts a different theory of religion. What Brink’s study renders as inconsistency, Walter and Waterhouse present as nuance.
Reflexivity and Researcher Positionality
The position of the researcher—whether insider, outsider, or somewhere in between—also contributes to shaping what questions are asked, what counts as data, and how interpretation unfolds. A comparison of Brink and Walter and Waterhouse reveals how reflexivity—whether acknowledged or withheld—fundamentally informs the type of knowledge a study is equipped to produce.
Brink’s approach is marked by detachment. There is no engagement with how participants themselves understand or negotiate their beliefs. Instead, belief is treated as an external object: something to be measured, categorised, and evaluated according to its proximity to official teaching. Brink does not reflect on his role as a researcher or on the assumptions underpinning his interpretive frame. His mode of presentation—statistical analysis, generalisable trends, neutral tone—gives the appearance of objectivity. Yet this very framing enacts what J. Z. Smith calls the illusion of “innocent comparison,” where the scholar’s categories remain unexamined even as they structure the phenomenon being described.[footnoteRef:15] To map belief from the outside is still to make interpretive choices; Brink’s silence on these choices is itself a form of positionality. [15:  Jonathan Zittell Smith, Relating Religion: Essays in the Study of Religion (U.S.A: The University of Chicago Press, 2004).] 

Walter and Waterhouse, by contrast, acknowledge their interpretive stance more directly. While they do not position themselves as insiders, their method—open-ended interviews that foreground personal narratives—invites a kind of proximity. Their role is not to test belief against external standards but to listen for how meaning is constructed and expressed. Regarding their beliefs in reincarnation, “some respondents spoke of personal experiences that they took as more or less suggestive of a previous life - precognition or familiarity with places, people, music, and in one case food.”[footnoteRef:16] The belief is personal, partial, and situated—untidy by design. Rather than treating this as incoherence, Walter and Waterhouse make space for it to be understood on its own terms. [16:  Walter and Waterhouse, “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England,” 193.] 

However, this reflexive attentiveness may allow what some would classify as “risk.” When researchers align too closely with participants’ perspectives, some perceive a danger that interpretation begins to slide into affirmation. The line between empathetic listening and critical engagement may become more difficult to sustain, which could be seen as problematic. Yet this very vulnerability is what opens the space for what Freiberger calls redescription, “the act of formulating alternative descriptions of religious data. It is a scholarly practice that deliberately reframes the meaning or function of a phenomenon beyond the perspective of its adherents.”[footnoteRef:17] In this mode, the aim as Walter and Waterhouse demonstrate, is not to resolve inconsistencies but to render them intelligible within the frameworks that participants themselves inhabit. What emerges through the contrasts in the degree of reflexivity displayed in both studies, is a structural difference in how researcher positionality shapes the production of knowledge. Brink’s refusal to situate himself in relation to his participants creates the illusion of neutrality, allowing institutional norms to function as the silent measure of coherence. Walter and Waterhouse, on the other hand, acknowledge their interpretive role and adopt a posture of proximity that grants access to the ambiguities and improvisations shaping belief. Yet this also means their findings resist strict “closure;” their positional stance makes generalisation difficult and places the burden of interpretation more heavily on the reader. In each case, the position of the researcher—declared or withheld—conditions not just what is seen, but how it is made to matter. [17:  Oliver Freiberger, Considering Comparison: A Method for Religious Studies (U.S.A: Oxford University Press, 2019), 13.] 

Theoretical Implications and Conceptual Frameworks
The methodological contrasts between Brink and Walter and Waterhouse are underpinned by differing conceptual assumptions about how belief functions and what internal consistency should entail. Although neither study lays out a comprehensive theoretical framework, their treatment of belief contradiction reflects distinct visions of religious identity: one as coherence governed by external authority, the other as negotiation embedded in personal meaning.
Brink’s analysis is shaped by the assumption that Catholicism represents a unified doctrinal system, against which beliefs can be tested and measured. Participants in his study were asked to affirm or deny individual propositions, including belief in Jesus as saviour and belief in reincarnation. He notes that while 54% of reincarnation-believers also affirmed the former, this was “significantly lower” than those who did not believe in reincarnation.[footnoteRef:18] Rather than exploring how these beliefs might coexist, Brink presents them as logically incompatible.[footnoteRef:19] The implication is that participants who hold both views suffer from confusion, miseducation, or inconsistency. Belief is framed as something that should be logically integrated and institutionally aligned. When this fails to appear, it is understood as a deviation—not from internal reasoning, but from authorised religious structures. [18:  Brink, “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,” 83.]  [19:  Brink, “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.”] 

Walter and Waterhouse approach contradiction from a different starting point. Rather than testing for agreement with institutional claims, they allow participants to articulate their beliefs narratively, often in fragmented, tentative, or exploratory terms. One participant describes her belief in reincarnation as something which helps explain why things happen the way they do or more simply put, the idea of learning and developing from one life to the next.[footnoteRef:20] There is no sense of resolution, no effort to systematise the belief. What matters is that the idea provides interpretive traction, even if it lacks theological coherence. Here, contradiction is treated as a valid feature of lived religious life. [20:  Walter and Waterhouse, “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England,” 194.] 

This interpretive openness of Walter and Waterhouse aligns with a framework of lived religion, which understands belief not as assent to formalised propositions but as a process embedded in everyday experience. It presents the study of belief systems as a type of bricolage—a mode of meaning-making in which people draw on multiple, sometimes contradictory, cultural resources to navigate their world. 
Brink and Walter and Waterhouse do more than use different methodologies—their methodologies produce different religious realities. Neither stance is neutral. Each reflects a commitment to a particular vision of what religion is, and what it should be allowed to mean in contemporary analysis.
Conclusion
A key takeaway point from this analysis is that methodologies are never neutral, and that the study of belief contradiction—especially in contexts marked by overlapping religious frameworks—depends fundamentally on how belief is constructed as an object of knowledge. Through a comparative reading of Brink and Walter and Waterhouse this paper has sought to demonstrate how what counts as inconsistency, coherence, or contradiction is not merely discovered by research but shaped by its underlying assumptions, methodological form, and epistemological stance.
Brink’s approach, grounded in a mid-century concern with institutional alignment, frames contradiction as a failure of integration, while Walter and Waterhouse, working within a late-modern paradigm of lived religion, treat contradiction as a meaningful, even necessary, expression of religious subjectivity. These differences carry conceptual weight which reveal that belief is not a stable phenomenon waiting to be captured, but a shifting field of interpretation, always mediated by the tools and positions of those who seek to understand it.
This point is of great significance because it opens a broader question for the study of religion: What kinds of religious life become visible when we shift the interpretive frame? And conversely, what forms of experience are excluded when our methods demand coherence or legibility according to inherited standards? For researchers working at the intersection of religious studies, sociology, and anthropology, this comparison offers a reminder that ones’ research designs do more than gather data—they delimit the realities we are able to perceive.Top of Form
Bottom of Form
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