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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources
Word Count: 2623

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 Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. 1999. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60, 187-197
. The matter of belief and faith is a complex one. These two papers tackle this issue, with each trying to determine, in their own way, if or how seemingly conflicting ideologies can coexist within the belief system of a singular person. 

Methodology


T.L. Brink conducted his survey in 1976 at a Roman Catholic all-girls high school on the northwest side of Chicago. His aim was to prove or disprove his hypothesis that humans will tend towards attitude consistency when faced with different kinds of ideologies. His experiment involved belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation, with his hypothesis stating that they are ‘logically incompatible’
 and that the participants would show acceptance of only one of the three. His method of research was a fourteen question yes-or-no survey, with twelve of the fourteen questions pertaining to different tenets of Roman Catholic doctrine and the last two asking whether the participants believed in astrology or reincarnation respectively. He then judged the level of adherence to Catholic doctrine and whether there was any correlation with belief in astrology or reincarnation.

One of the foremost things to address regarding his methodology is the design of his hypothesis itself and his definitions of Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation. He does not reference any texts when defining these ideologies, seemingly basing his hypothesis off what he believed their definitions to be. He states that ‘astrology’s fatalism is based upon blind impersonal forces and is substantially different from whatever fatalism reincarnationists attribute to the workings of karma.’
 These descriptions are not only vague and minimal descriptors of otherwise complex ideologies but are also not based in any referential texts. Hufford discusses that reflexivity can result in difficulty to escape the ‘limitations of perspective’
 with the goal to ultimately transcend it. He states that scholars feel an ‘urge to have confident knowledge without reference to its subject’
 to avoid ambiguity and uncertainty. Brink seems to be falling victim to this urge as he is not referencing any texts nor is he an expert in any of these fields but still uses these definitions as though they are fact. This then leads into the design of the project itself. Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation are all highly complex and nuanced topics and an individual’s belief or disbelief in them would not be adequately represented with a simple yes-or-no question. Brink fills his survey with primarily questions regarding different aspects of Roman Catholic doctrine to judge the participants levels of agreement with it, acknowledging that someone can agree with some tenets but not others. However, he lumps everything that astrology and reincarnation entail into two questions with no room for the intricacy and levels of belief that they contain.

Brink’s survey can be defined as quantitative research, being rooted in aspects of the positivist paradigm which emphasizes an ‘objective measurement of social issues’
, and reality can be measured in a factual and objective way. This method of research doesn’t account for the complexity of social issues, like those of belief, so often fall short of accuracy or truly detailed data collection by ‘minimizing subjective perspectives.’
 Brink technically succeeded in that he disproved his hypothesis, but the method in which he conducted his survey resulted in him learning very little else about the topic, as it did not account for any more complexity than simple yes-or-no questions.


Walter and Waterhouse conducted their research in 1997 in southwest England via a series of interviews with thirty adult participants in their own homes that had expressed interest in or took the concept of reincarnation seriously. They also conducted three group interviews with twenty-one schoolchildren between the ages of eleven and eighteen. Their aim was to analyse the simultaneous belief in reincarnation and Christianity, with the conclusion that belief in reincarnation can easily insert itself into private beliefs and religions of individuals in western society. The interviews were very open-ended, with the interviewer allowing the participants to speak in their own terms and at length and were careful not to ask leading questions. 

This methodology is much more of a qualitative approach, with the relatively unstructured interview operating with ‘a loose collection of themes which they want to cover.’
 It allows for more detail and nuance than a simple yes-don’t know-no type questionnaire like what Brink did. Interviews allow the respondents to waver and elaborate and not quite be sure enough to be a ‘yes’ but not unsure enough to be an ‘I don’t know’. Walter and Waterhouse began with information from various surveys conducted over the previous fifty years by various sources that addressed the general populations belief in reincarnation, or ones where it was at least mentioned. The survey they focus the most on is the European Values Surveys conducted in 1981 and 1990 that showed belief in reincarnation had risen considerably in comparison to the statistics from those previous surveys. While the papers don’t describe the exact method in which those surveys were distributed, it’s assumed that they were given in methods like that of Brink’s and therefore didn’t allow for more complexity beyond yes or no answers. They ask what a statement like ‘Do you believe in reincarnation?’ would even mean to most people, as reincarnation is not a simple subject. They took these surveys as the basis for which they would conduct their research, beginning with information from a quantitative piece of research and extrapolating it into a qualitative research project.

Something to be addressed with the Walter and Waterhouse paper is their participants and sample size. The authors were not taking a random sample of people. They weren’t looking for simple answers in percentage, but rather of those who do take reincarnation seriously, how do they incorporate it with their other beliefs or their daily lives? The subjects were found via personal contacts or a radio broadcast asking for volunteers, with some even being found via other participants. They state that a third of the adults are practicing Christians, but don’t state if the other two-thirds are also Christians and just don’t practice, or if they believe in another kind of faith or none at all. They did purposefully exclude people from religions where reincarnation is inherent in the belief system, like Buddhism and Hinduism, but otherwise the faiths of the remaining participants are not stated. Using the information from the European Values Survey, they believe that their sample is relatively typical of the population the survey identified as reincarnationists, if slightly over representative of the older population. While they are discussing their findings, they seem to primarily discuss the adults, with little to no specific reference to the twenty-one schoolchildren that also participated, their backgrounds or how their beliefs might have differed with the adult interviewees. It begs the question as to why the children were interviewed at all if their ultimate contribution to the research would be very minimal.
Insider vs. Outsider


Both Brink and Walter and Waterhouse come from an outsider perspective in their individual research projects. Brink is a social scientist and psychology professor and was approaching this project from a psychological perspective. He is an outsider not only because he isn’t a teenage girl going to a Roman Catholic high school in Illinois, but also because he is not an expert in religion, astrology, or spirituality. He doesn’t have a lot of experience with the exact topics that are involved in this project, as exemplified by his definitions of astrology and reincarnation, and instead just focuses on the psychological aspect. This is ultimately detrimental as he overlooks the complexity of the topics he’s researching and treats them as very one-dimensional.

Walter and Waterhouse are similarly outsiders as far as the scope of the paper indicates. They do not state if they themselves are religious or believe in reincarnation. However, what differs in this paper in comparison to Brink’s is that the two authors both analysed the data from different perspectives, Waterhouse coming from a religious studies angle and Walter from a sociological one. This shows that at least one of the authors has experience and expertise in one of the main topics of the research project: religion. It also allows for a more varied analysis as it comes from two different people with different backgrounds, experience, and approaches.

Literature

The literature used in each paper contrast starkly both in the number of secondary sources used and the variety of them. The literature that Brink references are primarily related to psychology, child development, and attitude consistency. Many of these papers had been referenced earlier during his brief introduction and related to the belief congruence his hypothesis was based on. The rest of the papers were used in his discussion section in his attempt to explain why his hypothesis may have been disproven. He references a paper by Robert Wuthnow from 1976 that introduces the theory that astrology and reincarnation may be used to substitute other religious activities and ideologies in children who are otherwise alienated from social religious behaviours.
 The Wuthnow paper is also the only paper he references that even mentions astrology, and none reference reincarnation. Most are regarding psychology, with some involving religion, which makes the scope of Brink’s paper even smaller when the subjects are otherwise very complicated.


 Walter and Waterhouse, on the other hand, use a wider variety of literature in their references, which opens the scope of their research and makes it more applicable to the larger academic framework. Not only is their research based on many other surveys that had already been conducted, but their literature is also much more reflective of the topic they were studying. Most of their references are papers regarding religion, reincarnation, spirituality, and society, as well as some of their own previous works. Most of their references are also very recent from within roughly the previous decade, while most of Brink’s papers were considerably older. This paper ultimately has far more reach and value in academia due to the amount of information they learned from the interviews, which was far more in quantity and in quality than Brink’s research.
Ethics


There are several ethical concerns to be had regarding Brink’s paper, specifically due to the lack of information he gives involving the delivery of the survey and how he went about acquiring the data. His statement of his procedures is four sentences long, with two of them just describing the general background of the participants. The other two gave vague descriptions of the survey being handed out but are otherwise lacking in additional information. There are multiple questions and concerns to be raised for this section, one of the most pressing being anonymity. Brink does not specify whether these questionnaires were anonymous. The survey was handed out during class time, so the participants were not in a private space, and it is not stated whether they wrote their names on the surveys. The potential lack of anonymity could have skewed the data, as the students were not only in their Roman Catholic school, but in their mandatory religion class and may have been concerned that if they did not answer in alignment with the values the school was teaching, it might get back to the school or their parents and result in negative consequences for them. There’s also the issue of consent. The survey was given out during class time, presumably by a figure of authority, and it is not stated if the students were told that they didn’t have to participate, or they could avoid answering a question if they didn’t want to. With the power dynamic inherent in their location and the person that was distributing the questionnaire, they likely didn’t think they had the ability to refuse if they were not told otherwise. There’s also concern regarding bias in Brink’s definitions of Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation, as previously discussed.

The Walter and Waterhouse paper also raises ethical concerns with the most obvious being issues of potential bias. There are several phrases they use that indicate generalizations or stereotypes of certain groups, as well as basing some of their results on their own personal intuition, which is inherently biased. One example is when they mention some respondents being familiar with ‘Eastern thought’
 since they had been to India. This generalizes an incredibly large area of the globe and many different cultures and ideologies into a singular statement. They also stereotype things regarding the New Age movement, having asked their participants ‘if they were involved in the green movement, alternative healing, vegetarianism, yoga…’
 to gauge whether they were New Agers. At one point they state that ‘on an intuitive level our respondents simply did not seem to us like New Agers,’
 which brings into question what exactly their criteria for that are, though they later seem to answer that question with things associated with the New Age like ‘Indian skirts, crystal, or New Age music.’
 Similarly, when they reference ‘African tribal idea’
 as though all of Africa has a singular method of thinking despite being an extremely large and culturally diverse continent. These kinds of statements simply do not have the level of scholarly professionalism that one would associate with a project like this, to the point that they include their own personal intuition in their data. Hufford states ‘Impartiality must be a methodological stance in which one acknowledges one’s personal beliefs but sets them aside for scholarly purposes,’
 which Walter and Waterhouse seem to do the exact opposite of. There’s also a concern like that of Brink’s regarding the children that had been interviewed, consent and anonymity. How they went about obtaining consent for the children is not explained, and it’s stated that they were interviewed in groups. This also could have potentially skewed the data as these are very personal beliefs, as the paper itself attempts to prove, that the children are sharing in a public space conceivably resulting in some level of peer pressure to share or not share certain ideas. 
Conclusion

Though these two papers address similar issues, being the coexistence of belief in reincarnation, astrology, and Christianity, they approach their research in very different ways. Brink uses a yes-or-no survey with very little room for any nuance regarding astrology and reincarnation. He also comes from a psychological perspective to the point where none of his references are related to anything but psychology or religion, which narrows the field of view of his project. Walter and Waterhouse use qualitative approach compared to Brink’s quantitative research with their loosely structured interviews that allow for respondents to answer outside of a rigid yes-don’t know-no schema. This results in a more complex study of religion, society, and spirituality and how they merge. They also use broader, more recent, and more relevant literature to support their work.

Both papers raise questions regarding ethics, mostly due to not all the information about the actual conducting of the interviews or delivery of the survey being written in the papers. Brink’s paper raises concerns of anonymity and consent, with also some issues regarding bias in his design of his hypothesis. Walter and Waterhouse primarily face issues with bias, with some additional concerns of anonymity and consent with the children involved. Each paper conducts their own research in their own ways about similar topics, but ultimately the Walter and Waterhouse research method and paper are far more effective in the grand scheme of academia due to the quality and quantity of information gained. 
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