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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources


This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers, 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. Brink’s paper was written two decades earlier than that of Walter and Waterhouse, and hence some fundamental differences between the two can stem from the progress of research methodologies over time. As a social scientist, Brink’s key areas of interest include religious phenomena[footnoteRef:1], making him an authoritative voice in the research area undertaken. Importantly, his audience were the readers of the Review of Religious Research, indicating an academic audience with core interest in religious systems. There is some similarity in the audience interests with the paper of Walter and Waterhouse, however their work has been published in a Sociology of Religion paper, suggesting a slightly less systemic, and more broadly sociology-oriented audience. The works chosen lend themselves to the comparison, representing two different approaches to the topic such as reincarnation. First, the methodologies of the researchers will be investigated, to understand its validity for the project. Then, their position on the insider / outsider continuum will be analysed. Lastly, the papers will be presented in the context of the researchers’ field work compared to the existing literature and the larger academic framework.  [1: https://craftonhills.academia.edu/TLBrink#:~:text=T.L.%20Brink%20is%20a%20social,consumer%20behavior%2C%20and%20religious%20phenomena] 


The first area of comparison between the two sources is the methodology employed by the researchers. Brink used quantitative research to investigate his question, while the approach clearly contrasts with the qualitative methods applied by Walter and Waterhouse. On the other hand, some similarities for the rationale behind the sample choice can be deduced between the works. 
Brink’s investigation in his own words “fails to confirm the substitution hypothesis”[footnoteRef:2], which implores a question of whether the most appropriate methods available have been chosen to carry it out in the first place. His research was focused on the positivist approach, quantitatively analysing the interrogated questions. It is also important to note that the research has been based on a sample of female students of Polish or Italian heritage[footnoteRef:3]. As the research has been conducted in Chicago in the United States, this implies that there would have likely existed some underlying folk worldviews of the sample’s parental cultures, which might not be representative of the wider population, thus implying a potential for rather low relevance. This is especially important compared to Wuthnow’s (1976) claim that “the higher the index of marginality, the greater the likelihood of belief in astrology”[footnoteRef:4], which implies the sample could have been skewed towards the author’s hypothesis. On the other side, Walter and Waterhouse have opted for an interpretivist approach, having “conducted thirty taped interviews with adults (…) [and] three group interviews (…) with 21 school children”[footnoteRef:5]. This contrasts deeply with Brink’s approach to the matter. In fact, the two specifically discredit quantitative methods’ ability to address the questions as subtle as reincarnation, stating that “to attempt to categorise 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:6]. It is however important to remind that the two researchers had twenty more years of academic research methods advancement that aided their investigation over that of Brink’s. [2:  T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’, Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978), pp. 82-85, p.84]  [3:  T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’, Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978), pp. 82-85, p.83]  [4:  Robert Wuthnow, ‘Astrology & Marginality’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 15, No. 2 (1976), pp. 157-168, p.167]  [5:  T. Walter & H. Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), pp.187-197, p.189]  [6:  T. Walter & H. Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), pp.187-197, p.192] 

On the other hand, some similarities between the methodology of the two research papers can also be noted. It is crucial to note how both papers focused on the sample of the population within the Christian religion followers’ segment. While Brink’s material does not specify the rationale, Walter and Waterman directly pointed out theirs, in that they on purpose “excluded Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists (…) [as the researchers were] not interested in the meanings of reincarnation by people who believe it because their religion tells them to”[footnoteRef:7]. This gives some explanation as to the relevance of the reincarnation beliefs treated as separate to a potential folk worldview, in both papers.  [7:  T. Walter & H. Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), pp.187-197, p.189] 

To sum up, given the remit of the individual projects, the qualitative methodology appears to have been a more appropriate choice. Having applied quantitative methods, Brink has struggled to prove his hypothesis. However, it is also important to note the twenty years of difference between the papers, during which there would have been some evolution of understanding on what is required for such analyses. Finally, some similarities have also been noted between the works, namely the Christian religious associations of the subjects – which has been a common theme, albeit some further personal religions and preferences have been noted in both papers’ sample groups. 

The next area of importance when comparing the two works is the relation of the researchers as an ‘insider’ or an ‘outsider’ in their investigation of the target groups. While Brink has carried out his research from an outsider perspective, Walter and Waterman have clearly been familiar with the inside of the assessed community sample. The other difference also pertains to an individual versus collaborative contributions to the two research projects. 
In his assessment of school-aged female audience, Brink as the researcher has clearly carried out his work from an outsider’s position. His work has been further challenged by potential research hindrances, which as an outsider he might not have intuitively been able to recognise. For example, his assessment took place at a Christian school in the 1970s, where given the wider social context, and the age group of the sample, his female students subjects could potentially be afraid of consequences of answering truthfully, in case their answers were shared with their school authority. In the context of this work, “the author was surprised at the low response (…) to the statement about Roman Catholic religion being the one for them”[footnoteRef:8], which suggests such risk was offset. However, equally, by not being a part of the community he could have missed out on some events leading to potential contrarian attitudes within his sample population. The above holds additionally true in comparison to research by Rabe (2003), who stated that “insiders can provide major insight into communities that would not have been achieved by outsiders on their own”[footnoteRef:9]. Comparing to the works of Walter and Waterhouse, especially at the reference of “nurses at our local hospice”[footnoteRef:10] in their paper, it can be deduced that their research has been carried out in the local and familiar environment to the authors. Moreover, the qualitative approach employed has allowed Walter and Waterman to satisfy some of the requisites of a well-done qualitative research, as noted by Borman, LeCompte and Boetz (1986), according to whom “Researchers find it important to be certain that their work really speaks with the voice off “their people,” and feel that this is facilitated more adequately by qualitative research methods”[footnoteRef:11]. [8:  T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’, Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978), pp. 82-85, p.84]  [9:  Marlize Rabe, ‘Revisiting 'insiders' and 'outsiders' as social researchers’, African Sociological Review / Revue Africaine de Sociologie, Vol. 7, No. 2 (2003), pp. 149-161, p.156]  [10:  T. Walter & H. Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), pp.187-197, p.190]  [11:  K.M. Borman, M.D. LeCompte & J.P. Goetz, ‘Ethnographic and Qualitative Research Design and Why it Doesn’t Work.’ American Behavioral Scientist, Vol. 30, No. 1 (1986), pp. 42-57, p.55] 

Further links can be drawn looking at purely the length of the research articles. In case of Brink, the paper appears to have exhausted the areas of interest within several pages, which can have a connection to the author’s outsider perspective on the assessed community. His work appears to be an example to the claim of Hufford (1995) that “the requirement of disinterest as a qualification for the study of matters in which all persons have an interest is a paradox that reflects the tensions when one (powerful) group studies another (less powerful) group”[footnoteRef:12]. In case or Walter and Waterhouse, the length of the article and density of potential avenues, which naturally in part stem from the interpretivist approach employed, suggests that the authors’ insider perspective allowed them to investigate the concepts in much more detail. An important aspect here as well is the benefit of two researchers collaborating on this qualitative research, which allows further depths to the topic to be explored. This can be assumed to be a benefit of the shared research, as cannot be attributed to specific major differences in terms of academic background of the researchers – the authors introduced themselves as “Waterhouse coming from a religious studies perspective, Walter from sociology”[footnoteRef:13], and therefore Brink shared the career route in sociology with Walter.  [12:  David J. Hufford, ‘The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies’, Western Folklore, Vol. 54, No. 1, Reflexivity and the Study of Belief (1995), pp. 57-76, p.62]  [13:  T. Walter & H. Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), pp.187-197, p.189] 

To summarise, the differences in the two works’ authors’ position, as an ‘insider’ or an ‘outsider’ when investigating their target groups, reveals some key benefits associated with the insider status. It comes with instinctual understanding of nuances potentially impacting the focus groups and allows for much further and deeper analysis of the investigated topic. This further holds true, as while Brink and Walter share similar backgrounds with focus in sociology, their research has driven completely different results in terms of perceived depth of understanding of their target research groups. 

Finally, the two works can be compared in terms of the literature review applied by the researchers. Here also some fundamental differences can be noted in the approaches, likely stemming from the overall length of the research content. While Brink has placed his research into the wider context within the introduction and summary of the paper, there appears to be a separation between his investigation and the context itself. On the other hand, in case of the qualitative approach of Walter and Waterhouse, the research, while also supporting the opening and concluding statements, is further introduced into the main text, and guides the understanding of the reader alongside the authors’ interpretation of the data. 
In his research, Brink introduces his area of investigation by quoting several fellow social scientists, to provide the background for his research validity. Importantly however, at the time of his work in 1978, the quoted work has likely lost some relevance within the social research context, with the works provided authored between 1946 and 1965[footnoteRef:14]. This suggests that the concepts which his work was based on could potentially already been outdated at the time, therefore potentially decreasing the relevance of the research to his more modern context. More importantly, while six separate works have been quoted, there is little relevance drawn between their individual importance to his topic of investigation. In comparison to Brink, Walter and Waterhouse draw on rather recent research relevant to the topic at the time of their investigation in 1999. This is particularly visible in their quoting the works of Sutphen and Taylor (1983), McClain (1994) and Carpenter (1995) as sources for their contrasting conclusions on their finding to not be resembling the stories that can be “found in popular books on reincarnation and past life regression”[footnoteRef:15].  [14:  T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’, Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978), pp. 82-85, p.82]  [15:  Sutphen & Taylor (1983), McClain (1994) and Carpenter (1995), quoted in T. Walter & H. Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), pp.187-197, p.193] 

On the other hand, it must also be noted that the interpretivist approach of Walter and Waterhouse lends itself to a potential for overinterpretation of observed results as well, given the challenge of finding research closely related to it. This is represented by the authors’ claim that “these figures (…) do broadly fit the EVS data”[footnoteRef:16] – hence bringing into consideration that the word ‘broadly’ implies a rather non-specific range. The question then emerges as to how relevant the sample is, when representing a further population. However, the key is that the authors bring this to attention and explain the connection as providing an opportunity for researching their enquiry, rather than representing a cold stone fact. According to Rabe (2003), it is natural for there to be some advantages and disadvantages, no matter which methodology is employed[footnoteRef:17], and these have been noted also in Walter and Waterhouse’s interpretivist approach. Furthermore, their work represents the modern application of phenomenology[footnoteRef:18], which Englander and Morley (2023) describe as requiring “a kind of ‘dual citizenship’ in both psychology and phenomenological philosophy”[footnoteRef:19]. It further reflects a benefit of two authors collaborating on the qualitative project of this scale.  [16:  T. Walter & H. Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), pp.187-197, p.190]  [17:  Marlize Rabe, ‘Revisiting 'insiders' and 'outsiders' as social researchers’, African Sociological Review / Revue Africaine de Sociologie, Vol. 7, No. 2 (2003), pp. 149-161, p.159]  [18:  https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/phenomenology/ ]  [19:  M. Englander, J. Morley, Phenomenological psychology and qualitative research’, Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, Vol. 22, (2023), pp. 25–53, p.50] 

To summarise, the literature review further suggests that interpretivist approach allows a deeper understanding of the topic of investigation compared to a positivist one. While Brink’s work appears to struggle with its placement within the wider context and thus proving relevance, the collaboration of Walter and Waterhouse brings forth a representation and the benefits of the modern academic approach to phenomenology.


In conclusion, the analysis of these two sources, apart from some sampling similarities, has revealed some fundamental benefits of employing an interpretivist approach, compared to positivist one, when investigating subtle topics in the areas of personal religion and beliefs. The first sign of the differences in methodologies could be found in the fact that Brink was unable to prove his hypothesis through purely quantitative methods. Another important disadvantage to his research has been his position on the outside of the sample population, which in contrast benefitted Walter and Waterhouse. Lastly, the interpretivist approach has allowed a deeper understanding of the nuances of the personal religion topic, compared to Brink’s – further placing Walter and Waterhouse’s work as an example of an application of phenomenology into solid academic conclusions. 
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