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HPCA7016: Essay One

Luke Collin

A critical comparison of two secondary sources
Introduction
Human beings must believe in something, it is essential to our existence[footnoteRef:1]. Beliefs provide direction and act as our guiding principles[footnoteRef:2]. One such belief is reincarnation. Reincarnation is derived from Latin, meaning “to take on the flesh again”[footnoteRef:3]. It is defined as being the belief in that we, as humans, can come back again in a different body[footnoteRef:4]. Its purpose is for our spiritual growth and the soul’s development, thus implying that the soul lives on after death[footnoteRef:5]. When one hears of such a topic, thoughts about eastern religions tend to appear. In the east, reincarnation is a central ideology within the religions of Buddhism[footnoteRef:6], Hinduism, Sikhism. It can be found within some tribal religions in Africa and America but is not present within the Judeo-Christian faiths[footnoteRef:7]. However, reincarnation is widely believed in the west, not only by those of the aforementioned faiths or those that ascribe to the New Age thought, but also by those who don’t[footnoteRef:8].  [1:  Marcelo Gleiser, All humans are believers (2022) https://bigthink.com/13-8/belief-science-religion/ [accessed 7th February 2025].]  [2:  Sathyanarayana Rao T.S et al, ‘The biochemistry of belief’ in Indian Journal of Psychiatry vol.51 (4), (India: Wolters Kluwer – Medknow Publications, 2009) p.239.]  [3:  Anil Kumar Myrose Nagaraj et al, ‘The mystery of reincarnation’, in Indian Journal of Psychiatry, vol.55 (2), (India: Wolters Kluwer – Medknow Publications, 2015) p.171.]  [4:  Tony Walter, ‘Reincarnation, Modernity and Identity’, in Sociology, vol. 35 (1), (London: Sage Publications, 2001) p.21.]  [5:  Anil Kumar Myrose Nagaraj et al, ‘The mystery of reincarnation’, in Indian Journal of Psychiatry, vol.55 (2), (India: Wolters Kluwer – Medknow Publications, 2015) p.171.]  [6:  Takashi Tsuji, On Reincarnation (2025) https://www.buddhanet.net/e-learning/reincarnation/ [accessed 17th February 2025].]  [7:  Tony Walter, ‘Reincarnation, Modernity and Identity’, in Sociology, vol. 35 (1), (London: Sage Publications, 2001) p.21.]  [8:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, in Sociology of Religion, vol.60 (2), (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) p.196.] 


This essay will examine the prevalence of reincarnation within the west by referring to two secondary sources that have gathered interpretivist qualitative research data. The first source to be analysed is ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ by T.L Brink in 1978, and the second source to be examined is ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ by Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse in 1999. Upon a thorough investigation into these sources individually, a discussion whereby the sources are critically compared will take place, it will assess their similarities and differences. Lastly, the essay will be concluded by summarising what has been found.

Inconsistency of belief

The paper by T.L Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ published in 1978, focusses on the religious attitudes of 227 junior and senior students from a Catholic girl’s high school in Chicago. The subjects come from working class families who are of Polish and Italian descent. The data was collected through the completion of questionaries that were issued during class time. The questionaries consisted of questions related to the beliefs of Astrology and Reincarnation. Using a functionalist perspective, Brink’s hopes were to find a correlation between the pre-existing Catholic religious doctrine and how that worked alongside the beliefs of astrology and reincarnation on an individual level. Brink hypothesises that the school-girls acceptance of one of these three beliefs (reincarnation, catholic doctrine or astrology) will likely show a rejection of the others[footnoteRef:9].  [9:  T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ in Review of Religious Research, vol.20 (1), (California: College of Notre Dame, 1978), p.82.] 


Brink displayed his findings in the below table (see fig.1), which provided varied results. He believes that his hypothesis was not met, stating that “acceptance of one belief system was no assurance that incompatible beliefs would be rejected”[footnoteRef:10].  [10:  Ibid, p.84.] 
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   Figure 1: The results of Brink’s questionnaire. Taken from Brink (1978), p.83[footnoteRef:11]. [11:  T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ in Review of Religious Research, vol.20 (1), (California: College of Notre Dame, 1978), p.83.] 



In order to establish causation for his results, Brink looks at three possible reasons. The first is the condition of American Culture. He is of the assumption that society is being fragmented and the rise of countercultural movements may be responsible for the drop in the belief of traditional religious doctrine. The second reason that he highlights are the changes within religious education, as it stimulates personal growth rather than adhering to a set of practices[footnoteRef:12]. The last possible cause is down to the societal, familial and educational backgrounds in which an adolescent is exposed to[footnoteRef:13]. [12:  Ibid, p.84.]  [13:  Ibid, p.84.] 


The study by Wuthnow in 1976, sourced in Brink’s work, analysed the correlation between marginality and the belief in astrology. It was found that those who were alienated from religious activities, were more likely to express belief in reincarnation or astrology[footnoteRef:14]. Another set of studies in which Brink refers to is one from 1950[footnoteRef:15] and the other from 1959[footnoteRef:16], both by Erik Erikson, that found that having mixed beliefs is reflective of adolescent development ages[footnoteRef:17]. With these studies in mind, Brink concludes that those who believe in reincarnation or astrology are not any less likely to also hold belief in the Roman Catholic Religion[footnoteRef:18].  [14:  Robert Wuthnow, ‘Astrology and Marginality’, in Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, vol.15 (2), (New Jersey: Wiley, 1976). ]  [15:  Erik H. Erikson, Childhood and society (New York: Norton, 1950).]  [16:  Erik H. Erikson, Identity and the life cycle (New York: Norton, 1959).]  [17:  T.L Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, in Review of Religious Research, vol.20 (1), (New York: Springer, 1978) p.84.]  [18:  Ibid, p.84.] 


A very private belief

The publication by Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ published in 1999, assesses how members of the British public view the subject of reincarnation. This was established using a survey, in which those who expressed their interest in participating in this study were interviewed. This was achieved through engagement of the local radio which enabled listeners to call Helen Waterhouse to participate. There were 30 participants altogether, in which 21 were school children with a mixed age of 11, 14-15, and 17-18. The other 9 participants were adults whose ages ranged from under 40 to 80 plus. There were two groups who were purposely avoided for this study, one was individuals who belonged to the faiths of Buddhism, Hinduism and Sikhism, and the other was those who ascribe to the New Age philosophy. This was done because these individuals will have already an established belief in reincarnation due to religious doctrine, whereas those who do not, are likely to have a different response when interviewed. The interview aimed to find out if the belief in reincarnation was prevalent amongst members of the public and how this belief may affect their personal lives[footnoteRef:19].  [19:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, in Sociology of Religion, vol.60 (2), (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) p.189.] 


The results were varied, with some respondents saying ‘yes’, they believe in reincarnation, but many also said ‘maybe’. There were several respondents who talked about their first- and second-hand experiences[footnoteRef:20]. Walter and Waterhouse concluded that their results proved that the belief in reincarnation had little effect on people’s daily lives. Suggesting that having a belief in reincarnation did not interrupt people’s membership to the church nor that individuals had to ascribe to New Age thought. The authors state that the belief in reincarnation does not have to be “integrated into a systemic worldview”[footnoteRef:21]. [20:  Ibid, p.193.]  [21:  Ibid, p.196.] 


Discussion

Prior to starting the discussion, it is important to address the term ‘New Age’, what this term encompasses and the systems of belief that are attributed to it. New Age thought has been associated as a driving factor of the increased belief of reincarnation in the western world[footnoteRef:22]. Although the modern New Age movement began to take form in the eighteenth century, it was in the late 19th century that the movements philosophy became widespread[footnoteRef:23]. This was enabled by the teachings of the Theosophical Society, a collective of individuals influenced by eastern tradition and spirituality, headed by the occultist, Helena Blavatsky (1831-1891) and the spiritualist, Henry Steel Olcott (1832-1907)[footnoteRef:24]. It was in Blavatsky’s book Isis Unveiled, that she described a broad structure of history based on Hindu cosmology. She described what reincarnation is, how it works and what it aims to achieve on an individual, collective and spiritual level[footnoteRef:25]. The Theosophical society taught two theories regarding rebirth. These were reincarnation and metempsychosis[footnoteRef:26].  [22:  Britannica, New Age Movement (2025) https://www.britannica.com/topic/Transcendental-Meditation [accessed 7th February 2025].]  [23:  Nicholas Campion, The New Age in the Modern West: Counterculture, Utopia and Prophecy from the Late Eighteenth Century to the Present Day (London: Bloomsbury, 2016) p.35.]  [24:  Stephen Prothero, ‘From Spiritualism to Theosophy: “Uplifting” a Democratic Tradition’, in A Journal of Interpretation vol.3 (2), (California: University of California Press, 1993) pp.197-216.]  [25:  Nicholas Campion, The New Age in the Modern West: Counterculture, Utopia and Prophecy from the Late Eighteenth Century to the Present Day (London: Bloomsbury, 2016) p.67.]  [26:  Julie Chajes, ‘Reincarnation in H.P. Blavatsky’s The Secret Doctrine’, in Correspondences vol.5 (United Kingdom: Aren Roukema, 2017) pp.65-93.] 


The Theosophical Society laid the foundations for the New Age movement in the west[footnoteRef:27]. According to Campion, the Theosophical Society had an international network that spanned from America to Europe and into India. Although its membership was never huge, its teachings were spread most by its members[footnoteRef:28]. The New Age movement that became popular in the 1960’s and 70’s[footnoteRef:29], saw three to five million Americans ascribe to the beliefs and philosophies of the movement in the 1980’s. In his book New Religious Movements, Elijah Siegler believes that ‘New Age’ ideas have now generally become mainstream[footnoteRef:30]. Articles from 2016 state that the term ‘New Age’ is rarely used as the movement’s beliefs have now become widespread across the world[footnoteRef:31], meanwhile religious writers state that the New Age movement is a cult[footnoteRef:32]. [27:  Nicholas Campion, The New Age in the Modern West: Counterculture, Utopia and Prophecy from the Late Eighteenth Century to the Present Day (London: Bloomsbury, 2016) p.68.]  [28:  Ibid, p.68.]  [29:  Jeff Levin, ‘New Age Healing: Origins, Definitions, and Implications for Religion and Medicine’, in Religions vol.13 (777), (Switzerland: MDPI, 2022) p.1.]  [30:  Elijah Siegler, New Religious Movements (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2007).]  [31:  Rick Heller, The New Age 40 Year's Later (2016) https://www.huffpost.com/entry/the-new-age-40-years-late_b_9765486 [accessed 7th February 2025].]  [32:  Adam Lambdin, New Age Movement – It’s Pervasive Influence Today (2025) https://bluecollarbiblicalscholar.blog/2025/02/12/new-age-movement-its-pervasive-influence-today/ [accessed 7th February 2025].] 

 
Both sources in this essay address the belief in reincarnation, however, the methodology certainly sets them apart. The study by Brink, aiming to find if those that follow the Catholic doctrines would be resistant to the New Age beliefs of reincarnation and Astrology, was carried out at random in a controlled classroom setting. Although the results were mixed, they were successfully able to identify the change within beliefs of the younger generation[footnoteRef:33]. However, with the work carried out by Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, their method to recruit participants was through a radio show. Their aim was to find out if the belief in reincarnation was prevalent amongst members of the public and how this belief may affect their personal lives[footnoteRef:34]. However, because they made the contents of the study public knowledge, in order to reach the desired audience, it is likely those who chose to be involved already held some sort of belief or knowledge regarding reincarnation.  Therefore, the likelihood of reaching non/disbelievers was very limited which makes this study slightly bias. The unpredictability of having participants call made the study less controlled in comparison to that of Brink’s. It also relied on members of the public to tell the truth about their beliefs too, as many may be members of religions that hold a belief in reincarnation or individuals that may be identified as a ‘New Ager’ but did not state so for the study. There are many uncontrolled elements that can be found. These can also add to further biases in the study.   [33:  T.L Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, in Review of Religious Research, vol.20 (1), (New York: Springer, 1978) p.83.]  [34:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, in Sociology of Religion, vol.60 (2), (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) pp.189-190.] 


In their conclusion, they established that their participants did not display the lifestyle that is associated with the New Age, however, their choice of wording “It has little to do with New Age, unless one defines that movement so diffusely as to be unmeasurable”[footnoteRef:35] may be reflective of some personal bias’s. If Walter and Waterhouse are unable to identify what the New Age is, then it remains questionable how they were sure that they can avoid it in the study.  [35:  Ibid, p.196.] 


In his study, Brink makes it clear in his hypothesis that he hopes to find if the schoolgirls who accept one belief, will likely reject the others. The issue with the three options (Catholic doctrine, astrology and reincarnation) is that astrology and reincarnation can often be found to interlink. According to the Times of India, “while astrology doesn’t provide definitive proof of reincarnation, it offers a framework for understanding how past life experiences may influence our present circumstances and soul journey”[footnoteRef:36]. Although this article comes from India and the majority of astrological practitioners ascribe to the Hindu faith[footnoteRef:37], this philosophical belief has been present in the west for a very long time. This is evident in astrological books from the early 2000’s such as Past Life Astrology by Judy Hall in 2003[footnoteRef:38]. [36:  Times of India, The mysteries of reincarnation through astrological chart (2024) https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/astrology/others/the-mysteries-of-reincarnation-through-astrological-chart/articleshow/108701577.cms#:~:text=In%20summary%2C%20while%20astrology%20doesn,present%20circumstances%20and%20soul%20journey. [accessed 7th February 2025].]  [37:  Vamadeva Shastri, The Science of Vedic Astrology (1995) https://www.hinduismtoday.com/magazine/november-1995/1995-11-the-science-of-vedic-astrology/ [accessed 7th February 2025]. ]  [38:  Judy Hall, Past Life Astrology (London: Godsfield Press, 2003).] 


Another criticism is that both articles are dated, and it could be argued that they no longer reflect the current number of individuals in the west who believe in reincarnation. To build upon the efforts of Brink, the work carried out by Gecewicz in 2017 has established that the belief in reincarnation has not significantly increased amongst the American public and does not affect their held religious beliefs (see fig.2). Although this study only looks at adults, statistics from 2015[footnoteRef:39] and 2016 do prove much the same amongst the American youth[footnoteRef:40]. It is interesting to note that YouGov polls in 2021 concluded that the number of believers amongst members of the British public are also low[footnoteRef:41]. However, it can be said that Brink’s study was focussed on a small area within America whereas the newer figures have been collected nationwide. As for England, this is also the case with the numbers provided from the British YouGov poll too, whereas Walter and Waterhouse’s sample was collected at random and by chance.   [39:  Thomas Ryan, 25 percent of US Christians believe in reincarnation. What’s wrong with this picture? (2015) https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2015/10/21/25-percent-us-christians-believe-reincarnation-whats-wrong-picture [accessed 7th February 2025].]  [40:  Statista Research Department, Do you believe in reincarnation (2016) https://www.statista.com/statistics/632134/united-states-belief-in-reincarnation/ [accessed 7th February 2025].]  [41:  Milan Dinic, YouGov Death Study: Britons on life and death (2021) https://yougov.co.uk/society/articles/37398-yougov-death-study-britons-life-after-death [accessed 7th February 2025]. ] 
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Figure 2: Statistics showing New Age beliefs amongst Christians. Taken from PewResearchCenter (2017)[footnoteRef:42]. [42:  Figure 2: Claire Gecewicz, ‘New Age’ beliefs common among both religious and nonreligious Americans (2018) https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2018/10/01/new-age-beliefs-common-among-both-religious-and-nonreligious-americans/#:~:text=Overall%2C%20roughly%20six%2Din%2D,%25)%20and%20astrology%20(29%25).[accessed 7th February 2025]. ] 



It could be argued that within Brink’s study, the participants were specifically selected due to their Italian and Polish background. Both countries are known to be heavily religious and as proven in a 2018 study, these countries rank within the top 15 most religious countries in Europe[footnoteRef:43]. The cultural background of the schoolgirls likely aided in Brink’s results showing that views on their religion didn’t necessarily change despite having belief in reincarnation and astrology. It should be questioned whether Brink specifically chose this demographic in the hopes of achieving a certain result which displays a level bias. However, this study could have been equally balanced if Brink also studied another sample taken from non-Catholic schoolgirls from a different area and compared those results to achieve a broader understanding of the rise in belief in reincarnation.  [43:  Jonathan Evans and Chris Baronavski, How do European countries differ in religious commitment? Use our interactive map to find out (2018) https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2018/12/05/how-do-european-countries-differ-in-religious-commitment/ [accessed 7th February 2025].] 


Due to the location of Brink’s study taking place in Chicago, his results may have been affected by the cities immigrant population. According to a study carried out by Hooper and Groves in 2014, Chicago was one of the main cities in the United States to receive a large number of Chinese and Indian immigrants in the 1970’s and 80’s[footnoteRef:44]. Therefore, it is then possible that a cultural blending may have taken place and eastern religious doctrines may have also disseminated such as reincarnation and astrology. In comparison, Walter and Waterhouse conducted their 1999 study at the homes of the participants in Bristol, Bath and Taunton. Although immigration for these specific areas is rather difficult to obtain from the 1990’s, data from that period for England shows that immigration in general was very low[footnoteRef:45]. However, it did identify that most migrants that did relocate in England were Asians. This may indicate that immigration could be a cause of a belief in reincarnation as migrants bring their religious practices with them. If both studies were conducted in areas with low to non-immigration from Asians, the number of individuals who believe in reincarnation may also be found to be significantly low. This would require further work as there are a very limited number of studies, not including those that address regions, counties or states by comparison. [44:  Kate Hooper and Susanna Groves, ‘A Comparative Analysis of the Migration and Integration of Indian and Chinese Immigrants in the United States’, in INTERACT Research Report Number 32 (Italy: European University Institute, 2014) p.8.]  [45:  Migration Watch UK, Migration Statistics Over Time (2025) https://www.migrationwatchuk.org/migration-statistics-over-time [accessed 7th February 2025].] 


Brink suggested that the rise in counter cultural movements may have been responsible for the drop in religious belief[footnoteRef:46].  In the 1960’s, the sociologist Peter Berger stated “from being in a world dominated by Christianity to one with a wide range of belief systems, people are no longer united by a set of beliefs”[footnoteRef:47]. It appears that decline in religious belief was occurring well before Brink’s article in 1978. More recent studies into religions decline have uncovered other reasons. According to Inglehart, most high-income countries in the west were becoming less religious and the reasons for this was due to modern ideas around homosexuality, gender equality, divorce, abortion, as well as higher life expectancy than in the past[footnoteRef:48].  [46:  T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ in Review of Religious Research, vol.20 (1), (California: College of Notre Dame, 1978), p.84.]  [47:  Dylan Reaves, ‘Peter Berger and the Rise and Fall of the Theory of Secularization’, in Denison Journal of Religion vol.11 (3), (Ohio: Denison Digital Commons, 2012) pp.11-19.]  [48:  Ronald F. Inglehart, Why is religion suddenly declining? (2020) https://blog.oup.com/2020/12/why-is-religion-suddenly-declining/ [accessed 7th February 2025].] 


Tony Walter’s later study in 2001, Reincarnation, Modernity and Identity[footnoteRef:49], looks at a shift in beliefs in reincarnation percentage rates at the beginning of his paper. He found that the belief in reincarnation in Britain has substantially increased since a study that was carried out in the late 1940’s showing only 4% of the population held belief in reincarnation[footnoteRef:50]. Although, it is undeniable that a belief in reincarnation is increasing due to New Age thought becoming mainstream[footnoteRef:51], the study in which Walter is referencing was carried out in a small part of London. Walter used this study in his works to prove that belief was increasing in Britain. However, to get an accurate representation from the British public, Walter would have to also carry out studies in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland which make up the rest of Britain. The anthropologist, Geoffrey Gorer, provided data on the same topic covering various regions of England that showed a one percent increase in the belief by 1955[footnoteRef:52].  [49:  Tony Walter, ‘Reincarnation, Modernity and Identity’, in Sociology, vol. 35 (1), (London: Sage Publications, 2001).]  [50:  Mass Observation, Puzzled people: A study in popular attitudes to religion, ethics, progress, and politics inn a London brough (London: Gollancz, 1947) pp.29-32.]  [51:  Elijah Siegler, New Religious Movements (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2007).]  [52:  Geoffrey Gorer, Exploring English character (London: Cresset, 1955) pp.259-261.] 


Although not solely covering England but looking at Britain as a whole, the European Values Survey conducted in 1990 had found that the belief in reincarnation in Britain had reached 24%[footnoteRef:53]. This would be fairly accurate as Walter and Waterhouse state in their work in 1999 that around 20% of the English population believe in reincarnation[footnoteRef:54]. What both studies were able to establish, was firstly that a belief in reincarnation is spreading among the western world, although slowly. Secondly, they proved that it has little to no effect on those that hold Christian religious beliefs.  [53:  Paul, M. Zulehner, Karel Dobbelaere and Jan Kerkhofs, European Values Study 1990 (Netherlands: Tilburg University, 1990).]  [54:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, in Sociology of Religion, vol.60 (2), (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) p.195.] 


Conclusion

The two sources discussed in this essay not only demonstrate the increase in popularity of belief in reincarnation but also the impact that it may have in people’s lives. The sources individually concluded that it didn’t affect other beliefs that people may have as found with Brink’s study, nor did it affect people’s everyday lives or church memberships as proven by Walter and Waterhouse’s. Both sources were similar only due to research topic, but their methodologies set them apart. Brink’s study was more controlled within a classroom setting using questionnaires, meanwhile Walter and Waterhouse attracted participants through a radio show and then conducted interviews at the participants homes. Individual biases may have been evident in both sources, as Brink likely targeted the religious schoolgirls in hopes to attain a certain result while neglecting youth who do not adhere to religious doctrine for an accurate representation. The biases within Walter and Waterhouse’s work lay in how participants were obtained as it is likely that those willing to participate will have a pre-existing interest in the topic or experiences with reincarnation, while non-believers will be unlikely to participate.

The rise and prevalence of belief in reincarnation has been made possible according to Brink through the decline in religion and counter-cultural movements. Due to further research, it can be established that the rise of belief in reincarnation may be related to immigration in the areas in which both studies were conducted, Chicago and South-West England. Further research has also uncovered that high-income countries in the west were becoming less religious due to liberal ideas around homosexuality, gender, divorce and abortion rights. 

Both sources discussed in this essay are very much relevant today as they not only showed a decline within religious doctrine, but also the rise of ‘New age’ thought in the west. Therefore, it could be argued that these sources showed a statistical trend emerging before a belief in reincarnation became mainstream as highlighted by Siegler. It can be concluded that although the belief in reincarnation has been proven to be on the rise slowly, human beings must evidently, believe in something. In western countries, faith in religious doctrine is diminishing and the space that it leaves must be filled by something else, whether that be the beliefs in reincarnation or not. 
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