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This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers: T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, in Review of Religious Research, Vol. 20 (1978), pp. 82-85, and T. Walter & H. Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, in Sociology of Religion, Vol. 60 (1999), pp. 187-197. Generally, Brink’s work is unfortunately found to be quite substantially lacking in terms of providing a meaningful (and even fundamental) contextual frame of reference for his work that would be expected in most contemporary anthropological and sociocultural research at even just an advanced undergraduate level, with the reader left to infer or even question the basis for the study’s intent, sampling methods, and attention to the ethical collaboration with and acquisition of data from participants; Walter & Waterhouse, in contrast, thankfully provide a relatively much more thorough approximation of all three of the aforementioned areas that thereafter allow for a more rigorous understanding of their study’s contours, interests, and attention to best practices with human subject research. Nonetheless, both studies still do arguably relatively little to unpack their own ethnography and positionality vis-à-vis their interviewees, especially in the case of Brink toward not simply ensuring a more equitable relationship with them, but developing a more coherent study that would likely yield more insightful data and conclusions, especially stepping out of the paradigm of academia itself to consider how their stated and/or performed roles as researchers, and therefore as authority figures in the domain of knowledge production, are very likely to affect the quality of their consolidated research in their interaction with people outside of that context.
Indeed, from the outset, it is not immediately clear what Brink’s main objectives are in even attempting the facilitation of such a study: where Walter & Waterhouse make their ultimate interests at least implicitly discernible in both the closing sentence of their abstract, i.e. an underlying interest in examining whether “belief in reincarnation heralds…a spiritual [or] a moral revolution”
 in the particular spatiotemporal context of the end of the twentieth century
, it is never clear to the reader what Brink’s actual intentions are with his study, and/or his interests, if any are extant, in connecting these to larger sociocultural or psychoemotional movements as Walter & Waterhouse do. In Brink, the reader is provided with a central and appropriately narrow hypothesis, that “adolescent girls will show an acceptance of only one of these three belief sets (Roman Catholic, astrology, reincarnation) accompanied by a rejection of the others”
, but with no further explanation as to why this hypothesis was the focal point of the research study, or even of interest to Brink; such transparency of larger intent and purpose is arguably foundational to research in any domain of human knowledge
, and this unfortunate lack of clarity thereafter makes it difficult for an impartial observer to independently and transparently assess the quality of Brink’s study in terms of its own internal structural coherence and rigour – something that Walter & Waterhouse, in contrast to Brink and in alignment with mainstream norms of academic investigation, permit and invite far more readily and substantively, with substantial connections between their hypothesis on whether the “privatisation” of belief makes it more straightforward for someone to hold beliefs that conflict with their collective religious affiliation
 and their wider interests in changing religious dynamics at the end of the twentieth century made far more explicit and overt throughout their paper.
This distinction in so-called academic opacity between both papers thereafter becomes even starker in their differing approaches to not just detailing their sampling processes, but in the general assumptions they make about their subjects. Again, where Walter and Waterhouse provide a far more systematic and detailed explanation of their particular survey correspondents, including helpful reasoning as to why certain populations such as adherents of religions that already inherently encode a belief in reincarnation were excluded from the survey
, Brink falls far short of what would be expected in today’s context from even entry-level tertiary-level quantitative investigation in most countries and contexts, as the paper’s rather variable choice of terms for its population of focus results in substantial confusion over whether he intends to investigate the beliefs of ‘Roman Catholic girls’
, ‘adolescent girls’
 or ‘girls at a Catholic girls’ high school’
, since all three are separate concepts – and furthermore, even if some leeway is offered on the part of the reader in terms of assuming that he intends the first of the three, one remains unclear if the sample is even controlled for ‘Roman Catholic girls’, as the paper merely notes that 
The subjects were 227 juniors and seniors at a Catholic girls’ high school. Most of the subjects came from working class families of Polish or Italian extraction living on Chicago’s northwest side.

While there may be Roman Catholic schools that stringently admit only Catholics, many others in a multiplicity of countries do not
, and this ambiguity again compromises the overall ability of the reader to assess the study’s internal methodological coherence and functionality, since one is left guessing as to whether everyone was even Catholic to begin with (and, due to the issues highlighted in the preceding paragraph, whether the study even necessitated everyone to be Catholic to begin with). 
Further ethical and methodological concerns are also evident in a further perusal of the sampling section of Brink’s work, where 
The data were collected in June, 1976, by administering the questionnaires during class time. Whoever was present in religion class (a required course) that day got a questionnaire.

Again, the contrast with Walter and Waterhouse, who explicitly acknowledge that adults in their study had “expressed interest in being interviewed”, and at least imply that some form of dialogue about consent had taken place with regard to the 21 schoolchildren they interviewed
, is uncanny; when expressed in this fashion, Brink’s writing struggles to persuade that the sampling in the study can be considered to even approximate ethical, since beyond a second instantiation of confusion over whether there was any attempt to control for the Roman Catholic identity that was supposedly a focal interest, it is never disclosed if the participants were consulted over their participation in what even researchers conducting autoethnographic investigations into their own beliefs imply can already be a very sensitive and unsettling experience
. 
Moreover, in close relation to this, the setting of the research, indeed, also arguably presents a critical ethical and methodological issue, this time in both papers, and again to a larger extent in Brink’s. Walter and Waterhouse again at least note that their taped and group interviews were conducted in the homes of their consenting adult volunteers
; however, they again are little more unclear when it comes to the 21 schoolchildren, omitting where they were interviewed in addition to, as previously mentioned, how they were recruited and/or introduced to the study such that they or a parent or guardian could express their consent for them to take part in it
. Brink, again, unfortunately takes this a step further: the children in his study are interviewed, about religion and their personal beliefs, in the middle of a religious class within a Catholic school context, again without any clarity on whether they expressed their consent for him to do so or what the school’s and their caregivers’ relationship to (or even awareness of, in the case of the latter) the study was. The already-highlighted questions of informed consent aside, this choice of setting also very likely may have affected Brink’s data to a noticeable degree; other studies already indicate that people in general are not merely affected by most stimuli in their immediate environment
, whether tangible or non-tangible, automaticised or deliberate, and/or, in the case of experimental design, intended or non-intended
, but draw on and extract affective and psychoemotional connections and associations that are encoded in their own lived experience from those stimuli and that immediate environment
. The setting of not just a religious class classroom
, but a required course classroom
, and one with representations and affectual memories of their correspondences with other authority figures which may or may not have been positive, would have undoubtedly affected the receptivity and responses of participants to the study, their willingness to volunteer vulnerable information, especially as interviewees in a subordinate-dependent position of power or socioeconomic status
 who do not know if their position will be further jeopardised by the revelation of such information
, and therefore the quality and shape of the research data collected by Brink in that particular setting. It is of course ultimately difficult to ascertain, even today, if participants are motivated to misreport or even elide information out of fear of embarrassment, unpleasant consequences or a lack of trust or belief in the interviewer
 and their methods
; nonetheless, this also further demonstrates precisely the reasons why those methods must be set up to control, as far as possible, for such factors, and to ensure that participants feel comfortable and safe enough to disclose the sensitive and contradictory information that both Brink and Walter and Waterhouse sought to acquire.
This nebulous and rather haphazard approach to experimental construction and design of a social science study in both papers, especially Brink’s, is striking, and also suggests not merely the relatively lax documentary standards of anthropological research in the 1970s, when Brink was writing, compared to the much higher expectations at the end of the 1990s, when Walter and Waterhouse conducted their study, but to the lack of autoethnographic and metacognitive consideration that anthropology as a discipline in itself was still struggling with across both time periods. Both researchers give very scant autoethnographic consideration to their own positionality and its inherent resultant limitations
, arguably a fundamental component of and expectation underlying most research in any domain dealing with the lived human experience in our time
. Again, there is almost no scholarly self-reflexivity, if any, in Brink’s paper, and when this is taken together with its aforementioned methodological issues, there is ultimately very little for the reader to go on to even begin to unpack Brink’s discussion and conclusions, since their foundation is unstable at best. Walter and Waterhouse, in contrast, do at least offer a disclosure of their varying academic credentials, with Walter highlighting their background in sociology, and Waterhouse in religious studies
; this is indeed useful in helping the reader understand the larger framing of the paper’s discussion and conclusions, and their possible biases and/or occlusions.  However, beyond this, the reader is given little else to understand how Walter and Waterhouse’s analysis might be informed by their own personal beliefs, biases and prejudices about not just reincarnation, but the very conception of religion; a reader hailing from this own author’s position
, for example, will generally initially find their dissection of the implications of their findings in relation to a “wider religious revolution”
 somewhat problematic conceptually and hard to follow, due to the somewhat narrow definitions of ‘folk religion’, ‘old style’ and ‘handed down’ that are implied, and the resultant mental schemata of religion itself that is suggested to be supporting these definitions:
Reincarnation…is similar to old style folk religion in that it need not be integrated into a systematic worldview, but is unlike folk religion in that it is not handed down within a local community. It is perhaps the folk religion of the media age…it is the ultimate detached, private belief.
Had Walter and Waterhouse framed this critical concluding discussion in more layered or qualified terms
, such as by arguing that from the perspective of their respondents, religion might be conceived as the ultimate detached private belief, these assertions would not carry the somewhat orientalising and essentialising undertones that they do in their present formulation for at least this author, and which are otherwise generally absent throughout the remainder of their paper, and would also speak to the authors’ self-reflexive and therefore more arguably more metacognitively objective awareness of their own positionality, decentering their research and simultaneously allowing for more balanced contestation and consideration of its arguments.
Indeed, a final consideration of both papers’ approaches to their analyses suggests that further nuance and gradation in the way they categorise, identify and label their observed phenomena would improve the potential for deeper insights to be gained from their respective studies, toward the ideal state of such analyses as maximally observational
, unbiased and descriptive
. Brink’s analysis is often expressed in rather reductive black-and-white terms, most markedly encapsulated in the statement “The hypothesis was not confirmed” (Brink’s own emphasis)
, but also in the lack of further granular excavation and analysis in observations such as
The author was somewhat surprised at the low response of the subjects to the statement about Roman Catholic religion being the one for them, inasmuch as the vast majority of the girls had been in parochial schools for many years
.
This is a barefacedly sweeping generalisation without further expansion and one that would not only generally not be accepted under most mainstream scholarly standards today, but which at surface level already suggests that further questioning of both why such a low response might be obtained, and why the author himself might be surprised, is very much desirable in this particular situation. Again, Walter and Waterhouse are far more successful such unpacking, with their noting of and exploring definitional ambiguity in terms such as ‘New Age’
 and their particular attention to the fact that it is “unclear what the statement that x percent of the population believe in reincarnation means”
 supporting a far more balanced analysis; however, further extended comfort with epistemic and ontological ‘messiness’ or uncertainty about the categorisation of certain practices would arguably have yielded even richer insights in their analysis of how respondents “played with past identities”
, especially since that very phrase itself suggests liminal, hybrid and/or syncretic cosmological approaches are indeed at play. Rather than settling for the also somewhat expansive and broadly essentialising labels of “Buddhist indifference”
 and even more expansive and broadly essentialising “African tribal idea”
, a willingness to withhold such categorisation in favour of fully articulating what exactly constituted such indifference and/or ideas, no matter how difficult to nail down as hailing from a specific tradition or ethnocultural worldview
, would have very possibly yielded even more diversified information about respondents’ practices
, especially considering that Walter and Waterhouse sought to unpack a “religious revolution” that one arguably can see has emerged in more syncretic forms of such expression in our present time
, some two decades after their paper was published.

In sum, therefore, the methodological and analytical issues in both papers can be very much described as products of their time, and windows into how the scholarly effort to understand such beliefs has undoubtedly evolved. Nevertheless, they also serve as cautionary tales that impel us toward more ethical, empathetic and considerate understanding of others’ cosmologies and worldviews, especially when we ourselves are often beholden to our own
, whether religious, academic or anything in-between.
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