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Essay 2 
A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Words : 2435

This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers, J Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, 82-85, and of Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. 1999. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60, 187-197. 
Introduction
The two papers, written twenty-one years apart, share similarities in study objectives, however, take significantly different approaches. Both papers describe the methods and results of studies conducted to examine belief in reincarnation in predominantly Christian contexts. Both studies were conducted in the previous millennium. Both papers were written in academic journals that are concerned with the sociology of religion. It is reasonable to assume that the papers were both written primarily for scholars working in sociology, socio-anthropology, religious studies or other related fields. 
Dr. Brink is a professor of psychology at Crafton Hills College in California.[footnoteRef:1] Brink’s research study is largely quantitative and rooted in positivism, which may be explained by his professional history in the medical field, including his work as faculty at the Stanford School of Psychiatry.[footnoteRef:2] The Review of Religious Research journal, in which his paper was published, is particularly interested in empirical research related to religion and spirituality, which may also explain the author’s methodological approach.[footnoteRef:3] Brink posed that “Simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology and reincarnation is logically incompatible.”[footnoteRef:4] In order to test his hypothesis, he conducted research with 227 adolescent girls at a Catholic girls school, studying their beliefs concerning religion, astrology and reincarnation through a questionnaire that was distributed to the girls during class time. Brink’s hypothesis was ultimately, not confirmed and he concluded that contradicting beliefs can be held simultaneously. The paper is short and focused. When analysing this paper, it is important to note that this study was conducted almost fifty years ago, when research standards were significantly different than they are now.  [1:  'Profile, T.L. Brink’, Crafton Hills College, <craftonhills.edu>.]  [2:  'Profile, T.L. Brink’, Research Gate, <researchgate.net>.]  [3:  ‘Profile, Review of Religious Research’, <journals.sagepub.com>.]  [4:  J Brink, T. L. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978), pp.82-85. (pp.82)] 

Two decades later, belief in reincarnation in England was examined again by Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse. Tony Walter is a professor Death Studies,[footnoteRef:5] and Helen Waterhouse is an archaeologist by training and a scholar of classics.[footnoteRef:6] Walter has focused his research in the sociology of death since the 1990s, while Waterhouse, shortly before her passing, completed a thesis about British Buddhism.[footnoteRef:7] Both authors have clear a academic inclination towards the topics related to death, religion, afterlife, etc, so their collaboration in studying belief in reincarnation is logical. Their approach is interpretive, however, it draws from already existing research that is quantitative in nature. The article discussed in this essay is focused on the findings of the study, although, the authors have also written additional articles detailing other aspects of the same study. Their research initially set out to investigate the data put forth by the Europeans Values Survey (EVS), which suggested that a quarter of all Europeans believed in reincarnation.[footnoteRef:8] The authors described their intention as an attempt to “discover the range of meanings given to the idea of reincarnation”.[footnoteRef:9] First, several existing surveys were analysed and used to design an interview study. Multiple sets of interviews were conducted in Southwest England, involving both children and adults. There is a much deeper and much more nuanced theoretical analysis of the interview data in the Walter and Waterhouse paper, leaving several threads for further research. The authors ultimately conclude that reincarnation is a private belief and is unattached to religious or other such affiliations.[footnoteRef:10] [5:  ‘Profile, Tony Walter’, University of Bath, <researchportal.bath.ac.uk>.]  [6:  ‘Archiving Women in Archaeology: Helen Thomas Waterhouse’, British School at Athens, <bsa.ac.uk>.]  [7:  Waterhouse, Helen, Authority and Adaptation: A Case Study in British Buddhism, Unpublished PhD Thesis, University of the West of England (1997). ]  [8:  Waterhouse, H. and Walter, T., ‘Reincarnation belief and the Christian church’, Theology, 106 (2003), pp.20-28.]  [9:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), pp.187-197. (pp.189). ]  [10:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp.187.] 

This essay will compare these two papers analysing their structure, the authors’ use of literature, the methodologies used and any ethical considerations that may or may not have been addressed. 
Structure and Use of Theory
Brink’s paper is concise, spanning about three and a half pages. After an abstract and a short introduction to the study, he mentions six theoretical ideas that he is drawing from and considering in a single sentence. A short paragraph titled ‘Hypothesis’ follows. The author then presents the procedures and results of the study on a single page, half of which is occupied by a data table. Some details are mentioned, very briefly, along with two sentences describing the methodology. The longest section of the paper is its conclusion, which discusses the results and suggests possible explanations for them. There is no mention of any ethical considerations or reflexive engagement with the research process. Although the paper is clearly structured, it is very short and leaves the reader with more questions than answers. 
The Walter and Waterhouse paper, in contrast, is considerably more generous. Also clearly structured and well-subtitled, the paper begins with an abstract that clearly lists the five outcomes of the project in bullet points. The objectives and results of the study are reiterated in a short introduction. The next section analyses data gathered from surveys and interviews conducted. The methodology is discussed in far greater detail here and includes clear writing on participant recruitment, demographic composition and criteria for inclusion or exclusion from the study. Here the authors also refer their readers to the other articles regarding the study. The authors draw on the work of Grace Davie, whose research on contemporary religion provides a theoretical framework for understanding their findings. The section discussing the findings of the study is long and contains five subsections, each analysing the data from a different perspective – Religious Associations, Nature of Belief, Sources of Belief, Content of Belief and Effects of Belief – and each section brings in possible theories that can explain the results of the study. The conclusions section summarises the findings clearly and systematically. The authors end by posing certain questions that were raised through the study, leaving the readers with avenues for further research. 
Brink’s paper, although well-written, lacks depth due to the simple fact of its brevity. The psycho-sociological theories mentioned in his introduction are not meaningfully explored. He uses a deductive approach, presenting a hypothesis based on these theories that informs the design of his research, typical of quantitative research.[footnoteRef:11] In his conclusion, Brink revisits these theories, assessing their validity based on the data he collected. This contrasts the Walter and Waterhouse paper, which uses theory to analyse data collected, presenting possible causes or explanations for observations made, an approach more typical to qualitative research.[footnoteRef:12] Rather than using theory primarily to generate a testable hypothesis, they use theoretical frameworks to interpret their qualitative data and to explore the broader implications of their findings. Perhaps the differences in the approaches can be rooted in the author’s own backgrounds: Brink with his involvement in the scientific world, approaches the subject as a natural science, while Walter and Waterhouse, who come from a background of sociology and religious studies, adopt an approach more suited to the humanities.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  Cresswell, ‘The Use of Theory’, Research Design. (Sage, 2022), pp.119-141. (pp.126)]  [12:  Cresswell, ‘The Use of Theory’, pp.131.]  [13:  Evans-Pritchard, EE, ‘The Scope of the Subject’, Social Anthropology, (London: Cohen and West, 1951), pp.1-21. (pp.7).] 

The use of theory in the Walter and Waterhouse paper demonstrates a stronger engagement with sociological literature. By situating their findings within wider theoretical discussions, the authors provide a more detailed explanation of why belief in reincarnation may persist even within predominantly Christian societies. Brink’s paper, by contrast, has a narrow focus on the issue of logical consistency in belief systems and does not place the findings within wider sociological discussions very well. 
Methodology
Evan-Pritchard described the difference between sociology and social anthropology, “The social anthropologist studies primitive societies directly living among them for months or years, whereas sociological research is usually from documents and largely statistical.”[footnoteRef:14] If this definition is accepted, both studies compared in this essay lean more toward sociological research as the researchers rely on gathered data, although it cannot be said to be completely statistical. While Brink approaches his study as a ‘scientist’ and structures his methodology as such, Walter and Waterhouse approach the paper as sociologists and their study is designed accordingly. [14:  Evans-Pritchard, ‘The Scope of the Subject’, pp.11.] 

Brink’s methodology is relatively straightforward. The approach is positivist and quantitative. A questionnaire was handed out in a catholic girl’s school in the religious studies class. Since the girls all attended the same school, they likely shared similar socio-economic backgrounds. The participants were also around the same age, further homogenising the sample. The questionnaire consisted of fourteen emphatic statements, which participants were asked to agree or disagree with. The responses were then compared with the participants’ beliefs in astrology and reincarnation. Brink explains his methodology in four sentences,[footnoteRef:15] leaving several questions unanswered. For instance, it is unclear why adolescent girls were chosen for this study, and Brink does not explain his rationale. It is also unclear how the questionnaire was developed or what meaning the particular statements used in the questionnaire were aiming to elucidate. [15:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, pp.83.] 

Walter and Waterhouse employed a more complex methodology, using a mixed methods approach. The researchers began by analysing data on the subject of reincarnation from already existing surveys that had been conducted in the United Kingdom, in Europe and in the United States. The findings were used as a foundation to develop an interview study with thirty adult participants and twenty-one schoolchildren in the Southwest of England. Participants were recruited through a variety of methods, allowing for a diverse sample spanning various age groups and occupational backgrounds. Each author then analysed the data according to their expertise, Walter from a sociological perspective, and Waterhouse from a religious studies perspective. The data was analysed in multiple papers. 
Brink had a much larger sample size, its homogeneity limited the application of the results universally. Walter and Waterhouse, despite working with smaller number of participants, managed to achieve greater diversity in their sample which ensured that any insights gained could be applied more generally. Both studies had inconclusive result. Brink’s analysis, attributing the outcome to adolescent confusion, is somewhat reductive. The Walter and Waterhouse paper, however, was able to provide insight by delving into the multiple ways people relate to the concept of reincarnation, providing a more nuanced understanding of the concept. 
What Brink’s study lacks and what the Walter and Waterhouse study embodies is an attempt to understand belief as a part of lived human experience rather than a rational idea. Brink’s hypothesis – can belief in Catholicism coexist with belief in astrology and reincarnation – seeks to identify a cause-effect relationship in belief patterns, reflecting the scientific model of research. Walter and Waterhouse instead seek to understand how individuals make sense of reincarnation within their own personal contexts. [footnoteRef:16] This distinction in their approaches is also reflective of the broader differences in quantitative and qualitative research.  [16:  Stake, RE, ‘The Nature of Qualitative Research’, The Art of Case Study Research, (Sage, 1995), pp.35-48. (pp.39).] 

Qualitative research often employs the phenomenological approach, which is “primarily descriptive, seeking to illuminate issues in a radical, unprejudiced manner, paying close attention to the evidence that presents itself to our grasp or intuition.”[footnoteRef:17] Brink began his research with rigid theoretical assumptions that were tested against empirical results. Walter and Waterhouse, instead, use the phenomenological approach to understand how individuals themselves experience and interpret particular beliefs. Their interviews were designed as open-ended and allowed participants to articulate their own understandings of reincarnation. Brink’s research design, in contrast, limits his participants to certain categories of belief, restricting his ability to explore the meanings attached to those beliefs. [17:  Moran, D, ‘Editor’s Introduction’, The Phenomenology Reader, (Routledge, 2002), pp. 1-26. (pp.1). ] 

Ethical Considerations
Neither of the papers make any mention of ethical considerations through the research process. There is no mention of informed consent in either paper, in fact, Brink’s description of the methodology suggests that the participants may not have had the choice in whether they wanted to participate in the survey, as they were handed the questionnaires in a classroom for a required course. No information is provided regarding any measures taken to safeguard the privacy and well-being of any participants, especially those that are under the age of 18, although both studies involve minors. Brink’s paper mentions no details about how he had access to a Catholic Girl’s school. The power dynamics of the teacher/student relationship or the researcher/subject relationship in this context are also left unacknowledged. He reduces his participants to numbers and data, giving almost no information about them. Walter and Waterhouse treat their participants with a lot more consideration. First, participation was voluntary, and most participants were sourced through public channels. There is no explicit mention of informed consent, and no mentions of any considerations made towards the participants’ well-being. The omission of this information may reflect the ethical standards of the time, although contemporary research ethics would require more details on the ethical considerations made.
Studying the insider-outsider dynamics is challenging, since it is unclear where the authors stand in their own personal beliefs and biases. Reflexivity, understood in the ethics context as the researcher’s critical awareness of their own positionality and its potential influence on the research process,[footnoteRef:18] is largely absent from Brink’s paper. The author does not reflect on how his own background in psychology or his role as an external researcher entering a Catholic educational setting may have shaped his hypothesis, his methods of interpretating the data, or the nuances of interaction with participants. Walter and Waterhouse do not explicitly mention reflexivity either, however, their discussion of methodology and their acknowledgement of multi-disciplinary perspectives demonstrate a greater transparency. While not a fully developed reflexive account, the Walter and Waterhouse study is more transparent with the research process than Brink’s study. [18:  Haynes, K, ‘Reflexivity in Qualitative Research’, Qualitative Organizational Research,(Sage, 2012), pp.72-89.] 

Conclusion
Although both studies seek to study belief in reincarnation within predominantly Christian contexts, the methods and ways of approaching the subject are considerably different. Brink’s study, rooted in positivist and quantitative methods, attempt to test a specific hypothesis, which his study refutes. However, the brevity of the paper leaves many unanswered questions about methodological details, analytical methods and ethical considerations, limiting the insights that can be gained. The Walter and Waterhouse paper is generous in its writing and adopts qualitative techniques for the study. Their mixed-methods approach allows for a more nuanced understanding of how belief works. Their use of theory to analyse their results is effective and provides insight into the subject. The qualitative and interpretive approach adopted by Walter and Waterhouse proves more effective in studying the mechanics and nuances of belief than the positivist and quantitative approach taken by Brink. 
Since the studies were conducted two-decades apart, it is important to note the shift in approaches as reflective of the shift in academic standards. The difference in approach also reflects how academic approaches to studying belief have changed over the years. For Brink, a quantitative analysis was perhaps, appropriate and necessary to achieve objective results. By the time we got to the Walter and Waterhouse study, however, the approach to sociological research had significantly changed, which is clear from their methodology. Looking at these studies from today’s standards of research, both papers seem lacking, however, Both papers were ultimately published in respectable academic journals, and it can be assumed that they stood up to the academic standards of their time.
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