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[bookmark: _GoBack]Analysing Research Methodology: A Comparative Study of Two JSTOR Papers 
Ana Reis 1806738


This essay critically compares two papers about academic research methodology. Both text chosen present different approaches, trying to investigate themes such as dogma, belief and religion. The first paper, ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic girls’ was published in 1978 and written by T. L. Brinck, a social scientist and author of several books. The second one, ‘A very private belief: Reincarnation in contemporary England’, was a research developed and condensed by two professors also interested in similar subjects, T. Walter and H. Waterhouse, and published a little later, in 1999.

Before heading straight to the analysis of both methods used, it’s relevant to punctuate that measuring belief is, at some lenght, something really hard to uncover. It’s complicated to gauge one’s relationship with faith, religion and the cosmos itself. Professor Christopher Key Chapple, the Navin and Pratima Doshi Professor of Indic and Comparative Theology at Loyola Marymount University, writes: ‘Cosmology orients us. It provides us a place within the universe, a home where our story can be told in such a way that it makes sense to ourselves and the people with whom we live.’[footnoteRef:1] And, for that, it’s possible to perceive that researching subjects such as one’s belief complexities, takes more than collecting dada, but going much further. Deeper in one’s life narrative. Maybe even trying to understand what professor Marion Bowman calls ‘vernacular religion’[footnoteRef:2] . [1:  Christopher Key Chapple. (1998). Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the new cosmology. Buddhist - Christian Studies, 18, 147-154.]  [2:  Dr Marion Bowman is Senior Lecturer in the Religious Studies department at the Open University, former president of the BASR and of the Folklore Society, and currently on the executive board of SIEF’s Ethnology of Religion Working Group.] 


As aformentioned, both texts seem to try by different approaches to investigate the characteristics of one’s consistency in their own beliefs. In the first research, presented by Brinck, the target group is limited by teenage girls. Adolescents and the acceptance of determined beliefs seem to be a match quite worth questioning. How to investigate faith through observing and describing someone whose values are not yet completely condensed or, at least, directed? Is this kind of group really mature enough to respond to questions without being trapped in fear of authority or the compulsive need to challenge it? ‘ The subject 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. The data were collected in June 1976, by administering questionnaires during class time.’[footnoteRef:3] Reports the author about the methods for collecting data. Such questions rise by taking into consideration the scenario where the questionnaires were given and collected. Although the analysis seems to be looking for connections the possibility to accommodate simultaneously Catholicism, the concept of karma and the belief in astrology, and, for that, has taken place in a Catholic school, the environment seems also inappropriate to collect trustworthy data. How could they, the adolescent, not be intimidated?  [3:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, 82-85.
] 


Brink, on the other hand, seems to be an outsider when the subject is karma and astrology. As long as the text makes it clear, it seems he associates astrology to blind impersonal forces imposed by the stars above, while he explains fatalism to be, for reincarnationists, an attribute of karma. Although it cannot be said to be completely untrue, both concepts can be seen through very distinguished lenses, which, doubtless, can live along Catholicism. At least outside preliminary schools. 

The second text to be analyzed seems to be less inconsistent. It presents not only a quantitative, but a qualitative research with decisions not so paradoxically made. Walter and Waterhouse combined methods and so came to defining the qualitative target group by analyzing a previous quantitative data research. That allowed the project to start from a different starting point, since their aim was not only ordering numbers, but observing the acceptance and influence of the idea of reincarnation among their daily routine. In other words, the nature of belief is questioned and, for that, the authors verify pre concepts kept not only by Catholics, but English citizens in general. That approach allows the results to be more coherent, since multi-cultural information or religious ideas can transform the concept of what is vernacularly used as religious practice. The daily use of dogma is something worth taking into consideration. At what extent can a belief be considered part of someone’s faith if it has been absorbed through second hand experiences? And, at what extent can it be not? Sometimes if the monk wears the habit daily, God is never forgotten. Doesn’t it really, then, make the monk? 

The research designed by Walter and Waterhouse focused on people whose contact with eastern knowledge was not direct, that means, people with eastern families or eastern religious backgrounds were discarded from the target group, so that the reach of different ideas could be something measurable. ‘‘We asked respondents’, say the authors, ‘whether they were involved in the green movement, alternative healing, vegetarianism, yoga or other indicators of alternative lifestyle’[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  Walter, Tony, and Waterhouse, Helen, 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England', Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), pp 187-97] 


In this case, both authors seem not to be so distant from the subjects in analysis as Brinck gave the impression in relation to astrological content and the concepts of karma. As a professor from the Dead Research Society[footnoteRef:5], Walter is quite involved with the area. Walterhouse is not different. She has dedicated a great part of her professional life to religious studies, specially to Buddhism in Britain.[footnoteRef:6] Saying that, it is possible to conclude that the first one tries to observe excludent believes from an outsiders perspective. Although the data cannot be conclusive, it seems the author itself is well aware of the limitation it carries and is not trying to evoke no more than an exhibition of a short experiment’s results. ‘One purpose of belief’, says he, ‘is to protect the ego by reinterpreting situations with which the ego cannot cope.’ In spite of the title, his text results to be not a reference to find the nature of belief, but to analyze some ideas running among teenagers. Walter and Waterhouse, later on, do not question the consistency of religious belief, but try to present some explored and commonly accepted ideas which live together among dogma. In that sense it is possible to reach a result which tries to prove non excluding religious ideas in a determined cultural context, instead of proving certainties or to fix contrasting beliefs in a very tiny quota.  [5:  https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter]  [6:  http://www.open.ac.uk/people/hjw26] 


‘Our interviews confirm that is both possible to go to church and to believe in reincarnation, and that those who entertain the idea of reincarnation need not to accept large chunks of new age or alternative package.’[footnoteRef:7] To reinforce Walter and Walter house analysis and the results they came along with, the text affirms: ‘Reincarnation may prove prototypical of a kind of religious belief that requires no church, sect or cult for its sustenance. (…) It is perhaps the folk religion of the media age.”  [7:  Walter, Tony, and Waterhouse, Helen, 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England', Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), pp 187-97] 
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