		Daisy Plummer - HPCA7016 - Essay 1

[image: A black and white logo

Description automatically generated]


Postgraduate/Distance Learning 
Assignment coversheet & feedback form

THIS SHEET MUST BE THE FIRST PAGE OF THE ASSIGNMENT YOU ARE SUBMITTING  (DO NOT SEND AS A SEPARATE FILE)

	For completion by the student:


	Student Name: Daisy Plummer

Student University Email: 2406954@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	Module code: 
HPCA7016

Module title: 
Researching Contemporary Cosmologies

	Student ID number:

2406954
	Educational support needs:
No

	Assignment title: A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources


Assignment due date: 17th March 2025

	[bookmark: Check15][bookmark: Check16][bookmark: Check17][bookmark: Check18]This assignment is for the       1st |_|    2nd  X    3rd  |_|      4th |_|      5th |_|      6th |_|   module of the degree

	I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.
Signed …………Daisy Plummer…………………………………………………
Email submission:if you are submitting this form via email, please tick this box [image: A green check mark on a white background

Description automatically generated]
(as a substitute for your signature) to confirm that you agree to the above declaration.













	Assignment Mark
	
1st Marker’s Provisional mark
	

	
2nd Marker’s/Moderator’s provisional mark
	

	
External Examiner’s mark (if relevant)
	

	
Final Mark

	



NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the Final Examination Board.




For completion by Marker 1 :
Comments:


	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	
For completion by Marker 2/Moderator:

Comments:











	Marker’s Signature:
	Date:

	External Examiner’s comments (if relevant)











	External Examiner’s Signature:
	Date:



A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources

	This essay compares T.L. Brink's research paper 'Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,'[footnoteRef:1] with that of Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, entitled 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.'[footnoteRef:2] After contextualising each paper, this comparison will critically examine the research methodologies used in each project, the ethical considerations of the researchers and how they structured their papers and presented their findings, before concluding. [1:  T.L. Brink, 'Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,' Review of Religious Research, Vol 20, No. 1 (Springer, 1978) pp. 82-85]  [2:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England' Sociology of Religion Vol. 60, No. 2 (Oxford University Press, 1999) pp. 187-197] 

	T. L. Brink is Professor of Psychology and Religious Studies at Crafton Hills College, California.[footnoteRef:3] 'Inconsistency of Belief' was published forty-seven years ago in 1978, in the Review of Religious Research, an academic journal that discusses methods, findings and uses of religious research.[footnoteRef:4] At the time Brink was affiliated to the College of Notre Dame, a private Catholic University. The paper set out to test a hypothesis that 'adolescent girls will show an acceptance of only one of three belief sets (Roman Catholic, astrology, reincarnation) accompanied by a rejection of the others' as Brink claimed that simultaneous belief in any of these three is 'logically incompatible.'[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  Crafton Hills College T.L. Brink Profile 2025 <https://www.craftonhills.edu/academic-and-career-programs/divs-and-depts/social-info-and-natural-sciences/social-and-cultural-studies/religious-studies/profile.php?url=t-l-brink.xml> [accessed 24.02.25]]  [4:  JSTOR, Review of Religious Research <https://www.jstor.org/journal/revirelirese> [accessed 24.02.25]]  [5:  T.L. Brink, 'Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,' Review of Religious Research, Vol 20, No. 1 (Springer, 1978) p. 82] 

	The second paper 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England' was co-authored. Helen Waterhouse is affiliated to The Open University. Tony Walter is Professor Emeritus of Death Studies at the University of Bath, although he was Lecturer in Sociology at The University of Reading, when he and Waterhouse wrote 'A Very Private Belief' in 1999. It was published in the Sociology of Religion, an academic journal with the aim of advancing scholarship in that area.[footnoteRef:6] The co-authors explained that Waterhouse analysed the data from a religious studies perspective and Walter from a sociological perspective.[footnoteRef:7] They wanted to explore the meaning of reincarnation and, like Brink, pointed out in their introduction that 'the doctrine of reincarnation' is incompatible with the Christian belief system.[footnoteRef:8] This essay will now compare the research methodologies each paper undertook to investigate their related areas of focus. [6:  Oxford Academic Sociology of Religion < https://academic.oup.com/socrel> [accessed 04.03.25]]  [7:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England' Sociology of Religion Vol. 60, No. 2 (Oxford University Press, 1999) p. 189]  [8:  Walter and Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief' p. 187] 


RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES
	
	Brink took a positivist approach and submitted a hypothesis to empirical test.[footnoteRef:9] Brink conducted quantitative research through a closed yes/no questionnaire amongst 227 Catholic schoolgirls, which he distributed during a mandatory religion class at a Catholic girls' high school. Walter and Waterhouse, on the other hand, undertook a qualitative open-ended interview-based approach with 30 interviews with adults and 3 group interviews with schoolchildren aged 11-18 years. They did not delineate the denominations of Christianity amongst their sample, other than to say it included 'a number of Quakers.'[footnoteRef:10] Walter and Waterhouse reviewed existing quantitative survey data about belief in reincarnation and then conducted intensive, small-scale interviews to 'elicit the meaning' of reincarnation due to the questions raised.[footnoteRef:11] Interviewees were recruited via existing contacts, calls for volunteers on the radio and the ensuing word of mouth post interviews.[footnoteRef:12] The researchers attempted to exclude anyone whose religion or worldview explicitly involved a belief in reincarnation because they wanted to understand its meaning for those not required to believe in it.[footnoteRef:13] Neither paper explored definitions or the meaning of belief beforehand. However, within their findings on the nature of belief, Walter and Waterhouse concluded that attempting 'to categorize belief in reincarnation into the categories yes-don't know-no bears little relationship to the way in which people think and talk about the concept.'[footnoteRef:14] Brink conceded that his survey 'raises more questions than it answers.'[footnoteRef:15] Alan Bryman, Professor of Social Research at Loughborough University, explained that conventions deem that the positivist position 'rules out any possibility of incorporating metaphysical notions of 'feelings' or 'subjective experience.'[footnoteRef:16] In 2004 Nicholas Campion asserted that 'a belief does not have to be true, but neither is it necessarily false: it is the perception of the believer which counts.'[footnoteRef:17] In the same year, twenty-six years after conducting this survey, Brink published a book in which he advised that a common research mistake was 'Trying to get qualitative data with a questionnaire rather than an interview.... as questionnaires don't yield 'rich responses.'[footnoteRef:18] Bryman wrote that 'qualitative research presents a processual view of social life, whereas quantitative research provides a static account.'[footnoteRef:19] Brink's quantitative survey provided a static account of subjective perceptions whereas Walter and Waterhouse's mixed methodology of quantitative survey reviews and qualitative interviews yielded richer, 'thicker descriptions' around reincarnation.[footnoteRef:20] However, how these chosen research methodologies were undertaken exposed ethical considerations and limitations that this essay will now critique. [9:  Alan Bryman 'Quantity and Quality in Social Research' (Routledge, 1988) p.15]  [10:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England' Sociology of Religion Vol. 60, No. 2 (Oxford University Press, 1999) p. 189]  [11:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England' Sociology of Religion Vol. 60, No. 2 (Oxford University Press, 1999) p. 188]  [12:  Walter and Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief' p. 189]  [13:  Walter and Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief' p. 189]  [14:  Walter and Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief' p. 192]  [15:  T.L. Brink, 'Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,' Review of Religious Research, Vol 20, No. 1 (Springer, 1978) p. 84]  [16:  Alan Bryman 'Quantity and Quality in Social Research.' (Routledge, 1988) p. 14]  [17:  Nicholas Campion, Ch. 8. Reasons for Belief in Astrology, 'Prophecy Cosmology and the New Age Movement. The Extent and Nature of Contemporary Belief in Astrology.' (Doctoral Thesis, Bath Spa University College, 2004) p.155]  [18:  T.L. Brink, 'Questionnaires: Practical Hints on How to Avoid Mistakes in Design and Interpretation' (Missouri, USA: Heuristic Books. 2004) p. 11]  [19:  Alan Bryman 'Quantity and Quality in Social Research' (Routledge, 1988) p. 140]  [20:  Clifford Geertz and Robert Darnton Ch. 1 Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture 'The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays,' (Basic Books, 1973) p. 6, p. 9] 


ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

	The Belmont Report, written to outline ethical principles for research with people, was created in 1978, according to Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, in the same year that Brink's paper was published.[footnoteRef:21] Brink's targeting of school children would have been deemed unethical due to the respondents' diminished capacity for self-determination.[footnoteRef:22] Brink did not elaborate upon the students' right to refuse or whether assurances of anonymity were given. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey detailed that the principle of 'Beneficence' should encompass a minimization of risk to participants and that 'Justice' should include non-exploitation and fair procedures.[footnoteRef:23] Brink compromised these principles through conducting this questionnaire within a mandatory religion class in a Catholic institution. Brink's Catholic insider bias is evident in the construction of his questionnaire. Not only was the weighting between questions regarding the three focal subjects out of balance but there was no equivalent statement 'I believe in Roman Catholicism,' as for astrology and reincarnation. This exposed Brink's appreciation of the nuances of belief in the Catholic doctrine and a lack of consideration about other facets of belief in astrology or reincarnation. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey deemed reflexivity important 'to show an understanding of the interpretive paradigm.'[footnoteRef:24] However, Brink did not reflect upon his insider positionality in his paper, which is all the more stark given that he acknowledged the challenge of bias and subjective preselection of data in a paper published in 1979, although this was with regards to the interpretation of history.[footnoteRef:25]  [21:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey 'Qualitative Research Methods - 2E' (London, Sage, 2020) p. 71]  [22:  U.S. Department of Health and Human Services The Belmont Report < https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/belmont-report/read-the-belmont-report/index.html> [accessed 04.03.25]]  [23:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey 'Qualitative Research Methods - 2E' (London, Sage, 2020) p. 71]  [24:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey 'Qualitative Research Methods - 2E' (London, Sage, 2020) p. 20]  [25:  T.L. Brink, 'History and Depth Psychology: Some Reconsiderations' The Historian, Vol. 41, No. 4 (Taylor & Francis, Ltd. 1979) pp. 741] 

	Walter and Waterhouse similarly conducted ethically problematic research with schoolchildren. They did not elaborate on how they were recruited nor whether consent was gained. However, aligned with Belmont Report principles, the adult interviewees were volunteers, and their anonymity was maintained throughout the report. The paper claimed that 'care was taken to let interviewees speak in their own terms, and interviewers were careful not to ask leading questions,'[footnoteRef:26] however, it was left unclear as to whether this was a methodological or ethical decision. The co-authors did not reflect upon their admitted academic positionality or upon any other potential biases that might have influenced their research. However, as with Brink, bias was evident in their questioning. They reported asking respondents about their involvement in alternative lifestyles to understand whether they were influenced by the New Age. They did not explain their choices of indicators of an alternative lifestyle, but they belied personal definitions that were not expanded upon. [26:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England' Sociology of Religion Vol. 60, No. 2 (Oxford University Press, 1999) p. 189] 

	Brink displayed a considerable bias and lack of ethics, even by the standards of his day, in his survey construction and deployment. Twenty-one years later, Walter and Waterhouse also displayed some questionable ethics, although they did adhere to other ethical principles. A lack of reflexivity in both research projects revealed the authors' biases, which not only begged more questions but also influenced the findings, which this essay will now analyse. 

STRUCTURE, LITERATURE REVIEW AND PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS

	Both Brink and Walter and Waterhouse began their papers with an abstract. Brink set his hypothesis up with a literature review on cognitive consistency. He briefly explained his methodology and then presented a table of the statistical findings in a 'Procedures and Results' section, before analysing them in 'Discussion and Conclusions.' This last section started by concluding that the hypothesis was not confirmed and then discussed some ideas as to why. None of these ideas were that his hypothesis night be unverifiable. Brink's is a well-structured paper and a short one due to its singular focus and restrictive methodology. Additional to the psychological literature on cognitive functioning he also referred to one study on Christianity, two of his own papers on religious education and one on astrology. He did not refer to any studies on reincarnation. He did not cite any definitions of belief and therefore his quantitative survey provided a 'static account' of an undefined phenomenon.[footnoteRef:27]  Brink noted that 'the most striking finding is the tendency of some subjects to report a belief in both.'[footnoteRef:28]  [27:  Alan Bryman 'Quantity and Quality in Social Research' (Routledge, 1988) p. 140]  [28:  T.L. Brink, 'Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,' Review of Religious Research, Vol 20, No. 1 (Springer, 1978) p. 83] 

	Walter and Waterhouse followed their abstract with an introduction that stated how their paper was structured. Like Brink, they framed their work to explain why they conducted the research, and they began with a review of the existing quantitative survey data about reincarnation. Then they explained their methodology and recruitment. They included information on childrens' groups, which they then did not report upon, exacerbating the verbiage of the report. Then, they conducted a literature review on the privatization of religion, which offered several definitions of the phenomenon, from following multiple religions to belief without attending church and church attendance without belief.[footnoteRef:29] The bulk of the paper was dedicated to a discussion of their findings. Their qualitative research presented 'a processual view' of life and allowed more subjective findings, and 'thicker descriptions' to present than those of Brink.[footnoteRef:30] They divided their findings into different sections and then concluded. Walter and Waterhouse originally set out to answer whether the 'privatization of belief makes it easier to hold beliefs not taught by one's church.'[footnoteRef:31] They concluded that 'it is perfectly possible to go to church and to believe in reincarnation,' however, they were less definitive as to whether this was due to the privatization of religion.[footnoteRef:32] They speculated that reincarnation 'may' be a kind of new church-less religion and it 'is perhaps the folk-religion of the media age'[footnoteRef:33] Therefore, in a similar vein to Brink, Walter and Waterhouse failed to frame one of the core foci of their research, which left them concluding with conjecture about what their findings might mean.  [29:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England' Sociology of Religion Vol. 60, No. 2 (Oxford University Press, 1999) p.189 ]  [30:  Clifford Geertz and Robert Darnton Ch. 1 Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture 'The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays,' (Basic Books, 1973) p. 6, p. 9]  [31:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England' Sociology of Religion Vol. 60, No. 2 (Oxford University Press, 1999) p. 187]  [32:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England' Sociology of Religion Vol. 60, No. 2 (Oxford University Press, 1999) p. 196]  [33:  Walter and Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief' p. 196] 


CONCLUSION

	To conclude both Brink and Walter and Waterhouse conducted research into whether people could believe in reincarnation whilst practising Christianity, a religion that denies reincarnation. Walter and Waterhouse asked whether the privatization of religion made it easier to do so. Brink hypothesised that it was impossible to do so. Whilst Brink undertook a quantitative questionnaire, Walter and Waterhouse conducted qualitative research through small-scale, open-ended interviews. Brink conducted his research in an ethically unsound way, distributing a questionnaire to children within a mandatory setting and about a doctrine which they were expected to adhere to by their authorities. Brink himself came from a Catholic institution but did not acknowledge his bias. Walter and Waterhouse displayed more ethical consideration in requesting volunteers and maintained their respondents' anonymity, but they too conducted some research with children. Both papers were structured clearly, and both referred to relevant literature. However, neither paper explored the nature of belief before they embarked upon the research. During the research, Walter and Waterhouse concluded that belief in reincarnation cannot be categorized into multiple choice answers as Brink was trying to do, twenty-one years earlier. Upon his hypothesis being disproven, Brink did not contemplate its validity, even though he noted that his results were contrary to the literature he referred to on cognitive consistency. Walter and Waterhouse noted the meaninglessness of quantitively surveying belief, and their qualitative methodology enabled them to observe their respondents' subjective and uncertain language when asked to expound upon reincarnation. Whilst Brink did not acknowledge the subjectivity of belief, Walter and Waterhouse failed to sufficiently explore the privatization of belief and so did not acknowledge its contradictory complexity. Therefore, neither paper fully achieved their original objectives, and they were left to conclude with conjecture.
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