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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources
Word Count:  2622

This essay will compare and contrast the aims, literature reviews and methodologies of Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. 1999. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60, pp.187-197, with Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, pp.82-85. A Very Private Belief was written by Walter during his time as Reader in Sociology at University of Reading, whose academic interests focus on the sociology surrounding topics of death, bereavement, beliefs in the afterlife and how societies symbolise and respect the passing of their members.[footnoteRef:1] He authors the paper alongside Helen Waterhouse, whose academic interests focus mainly on Buddhism.[footnoteRef:2] Conversely, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’ was written by T.L Brink, who has been a professor of Psychology at Crafton Hills College for over 30 years. At the time of writing the paper in 1976, Brink appears to have been a PHD student at the University of Chicago, in his early twenties.[footnoteRef:3] Brink’s main research and academic topic include the diagnosis and treatment of mental health issues more recently, whilst in the past he focused on methods of qualitative research, as well as theories surrounding religion and faith, suggesting he would be an appropriate researcher on this topic at the time, though inexperienced academically. [1:  University of Bath, Faculty Profile: 2023. Accessed via https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter. Accessed on 11/03/2023.]  [2:  Waterhouse, H., J., ‘Authority and Adaptation: A Cast Study in British Buddhism’, February 1997, Bath College of Higher Education, pp.ii-43. Accessed via http://researchspace.bathspa.ac.uk/1437/1/Helen%20Waterhouse%20-%201997.pdf]  [3:  Crafton Hills College [Online], Faculty Profile: 2023. Accessed via https://www.craftonhills.edu/this-is-crafton/profiles/tl-brink.php. Accessed on 11/03/2023.] 


Both papers centralise the topic of belief in their titles, signaling that this is a key notion within each research paper. Walter and Waterhouse contend that contemporary secularization has meant that belief has become an instance of personal choice, having little impact on morality or behaviour as formerly believed to be the purpose of religion. Their hypothesis states they aim to prove reincarnation as being a ‘private belief, detached from religious and other affiliations’.[footnoteRef:4] On the contrary, Brink initially supposes that belief in both the Catholic afterlife and reincarnation are contradictory and inherently incompatible.[footnoteRef:5] Brink surmises a structuralist and functionalist perspective, citing Freud in the simultaneous belief in Catholicism and reincarnation are fundamentally in opposition with one another, yet may serve a similar function. This is in line with Talcott Parson’s functionalist perspective of specific structures within a society holding their own functional roles.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H., ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, 1999, pp. 187]  [5:  Brink, T. L., ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, 1978, pp.82]  [6:  Loyal, S., and Malešević, S., Contemporary Sociological Theory, Sage Publications, 2021, pp.300-365] 

 
According to Webster and Watson, a literature review is an essential element of any research project, contending that ‘an effective review creates a firm foundation for advancing knowledge...facilitates theory development... and uncovers areas where research is needed.’[footnoteRef:7] Walter and Waterhouse make central use of EVS survey data surrounding the topic of reincarnation.[footnoteRef:8] Brink assesses theoretical research such as that from Wuthnow, who illustrates a connection between those who are marginalised exhibiting a higher likelihood of belief in astrology.[footnoteRef:9] Brink does not note the geographical location or basis for the studies cited, whereas Walter and Waterhouse make it a more central feature of their literature review, noting the majority of the data in their literature review originates in England and Northern America. In line with the contention from Webster and Watson, Walter and Waterhouse make a clear argument for the requirement of their own research project, showing that although many studies exist to show the extent to which reincarnation is a popular belief, there is a gap in research about what these beliefs mean to those who hold them. Walter and Waterhouse use this opportunity to expand the scope of their paper, highlighting further questions around the relationship between morality and behaviour as influenced by belief. By reinforcing the aims of their research as being ‘in order to elicit the meaning of reincarnation to those who believe in it’, the authors clearly exemplify the areas in which further research is required, and unfulfilled by studies such as those conducted by the EVS.[footnoteRef:10] Alternatively, the literature as reviewed by Brink appears to act as justification for the results of his study as disproving the initial hypothesis. For example, he criticises the ‘confusion and uncertainty of that developmental stage’, referring to his participants being teenage girls.[footnoteRef:11] The rest of the literature review by Brink is brief in comparison to that of the review in A Very Private Belief, as Brink reiterates how ‘Many social scientists... [and] several social psychological theories... either encourage consistency or account for its absence.’, referring to belief in reincarnation.[footnoteRef:12] Despite quoting two other sociological theorists, the extent of Brink’s literature review is minimal, whilst Walter and Waterhouse make use of a number of studies. However, the latter studies appear similar in context to their own, such as with the study that does indeed link Christianity as a belief existent alongside reincarnation, suggesting that whilst the topic could benefit from further inspection, previous researchers have identified such an area of research prior to that conducted by Walter and Waterhouse. Both studies lack any apparent critical analysis of the studies and research demonstrated in their literature reviews, including any methodological issues or limitations within their scope of research.  [7:  Webster, J., Watson, R. T., ‘Analysing the past to prepare for the future: Writing a literature review’, MIS Quarterly, Vol. 26, No. 2, 2002, pp. xii-xxiii]  [8:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H., ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, 1999, pp. 188]  [9:  Brink, T. L., ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, 1978, pp.84]  [10:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H., ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, 1999, pp. 188]  [11:  Brink, T. L., ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, 1978, pp.84]  [12:  Brink, T. L., ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, 1978, pp.82] 


The methodology employed by Walter and Waterhouse consisted of a small-scale sample from whom in-depth interviews were conducted with. Helen Waterhouse was the interviewer, interviewing the participants in their own homes about the meaning reincarnation holds to them. According to Martyn Denscombe, an advantage of administering interviews is the depth of information gained from this methodology.[footnoteRef:13]  The data provided can offer detailed insights into a topic, with the interviewer being able to probe participants further. Judith Bell agrees that though time-consuming, interviews can be particularly beneficial when dealing with broad topics,[footnoteRef:14] which is useful for an aim of examining reasons for belief in reincarnation which may have many varying perspectives within any given sample size. In contrast, Brink’s research did not use interviews to study the topic of reincarnation, as well as belief in Roman Catholicism and astrology. Rather, he used questionnaires to develop survey data from among a group of 227 Roman Catholic schoolgirls. The questionnaires given to the participants is shown in the paper, consisting of statements such as ‘I believe in reincarnation’ and ‘There is a God’.[footnoteRef:15] These statements are closed statements, with no apparent room for the respondents to expand. This is in direct contrast with the methodological approach of Walter and Waterhouse, who intentionally used open questions in order to develop a broader understanding of the reasons behind belief in reincarnation, whilst Brink employed a method that allows for the quantification of the survey data from the schoolgirls, shown in a table with percentages, as appropriate for a study that simply aims to prove or disprove that belief in Catholicism and reincarnation can coincide. Walter and Waterhouse’s study is indeed more in depth, in line with their aims of the study, whilst Brink’s study fundamentally disproved his hypothesis that the two beliefs were incompatible. In addition, Walter and Waterhouse also demonstrate the use of grounded theory within their methodological approach. This is shown through their breakdown of the participants and their beliefs, in the way that their ‘qualitative analysis is toward the development of theory’.[footnoteRef:16] The authors do not conduct their research with a predetermined theory, rather develop one throughout the explanation of their findings, as evident with the subheadings ‘Religious Belief’ ‘The Nature of Belief’, ‘Reasons for Belief’ and ‘Content of Belief’ which set out reasonings for and the experiences of belief in reincarnation. [footnoteRef:17] [13:  Denscombe, M., ‘The Good Research Guide: Research methods for small-scale social research projects’, 7th eds., Open University Press, 2021 pp.245]  [14:  Bell, J. and S. Waters, ‘Doing Your Research Project’, New York: Open University Press/McGraw-	Hill, 2017. 7th eds. ]  [15:  Brink, T. L., ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, 1978,  pp.83, Table 1]  [16:  Strauss 1987, cited in Bell, J. and S. Waters, ‘Doing Your Research Project’, New York: Open University Press/McGraw-Hill, 2014. 6th eds. ]  [17:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H., ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, 1999, pp. 191-195] 


In addition, the samples of both studies appear to lack much diversity within their participants. Walter and Waterhouse acknowledge the shortcoming of their research in this way, stating that their sample disproportionately overrepresents older, upper-middle class women from the South West of England.[footnoteRef:18] This limitation is accounted for in the authors’ explanation that their intention was not to be generally representative, but rather to investigate the meanings behind the idea and belief of reincarnation. Judith Bell discusses the importance of sampling considerations, noting that in smaller-scale studies it is often difficult to attain truly representative samples.[footnoteRef:19] To this effect, Walter and Waterhouse made us of opportunity sampling, snowball sampling and volunteer sampling in order to build their group of respondents. The lack of representation of the general population is indeed accounted for in the study, in line with Judith Bell’s justification for lack of representativeness, however A Very Private Belief does not explain whether they selected a smaller sample from the participants, therefore it is assumed that they interviewed each participant they had available to them. In addition, the fact that many of their respondents were self-volunteer suggests the sample may have had existing interest in the topic of reincarnation, further adding to a potential lack of representativeness. Although Brink’s study also lacks representativeness due to his sample being a singular high school in an area of Chicago,[footnoteRef:20] ethical issues also arise with his sample. Whilst Walter and Waterhouse’s sample consisted of mainly adult and self-volunteer participants, Brink’s consisted of students who took the questionnaire as part of a religious study class. This raises questions of how freely given the information acquired was, as it is not made clear whether the participants were given the option to fulfil the questionnaire, or whether they were told what their information would be used for. This suggests a potential issue with the study if it was not conducted with the appropriate informed and freely given consent. Judith Bell notes that informed consent also includes considerations of confidentiality and anonymity, two issues that are not mentioned in Brink’s research paper.[footnoteRef:21] Overall, Brink’s methodology is explained only briefly, and does not account for any limitations or issues that arose through his approach and subsequent research, whereas Walter and Waterhouse do indeed account for the limitations of their study, particularly with regards to representation and diversity. [18:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H., ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, 1999, pp.189]  [19:  Bell, J. and S. Waters, ‘Doing Your Research Project’, New York: Open University Press/McGraw-Hill, 2014. 6th eds, pp.199]  [20:  Brink, T. L, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, 1978, pp.83]  [21:  Bell, J. and S. Waters, ‘Doing Your Research Project’, 6th eds, 2014, pp.51] 


Clark, Foster and Bryman note the importance of considerations surrounding the insider and outsider positions of researchers, who attest that this relates to ‘[The] issue of your [the researcher’s] social status in relation to the field...’the epistemological problem of ‘other minds’’.[footnoteRef:22] The authors note that both insider and outsider perspectives both have their own strengths and challenges, with the main challenge with the latter being the necessity of maintaining an objective distance, as researcher, from the participants. Brink in some ways can be seen as an outsider to his participants, when one considers age, social class and social status and the way in which this differs from that of the students he is researching. Brink, having attended the private college Claremont Men’s College,[footnoteRef:23] was likely at the time upper to middle class with regards to his social class whilst his participants were working class and largely from Polish or Italian heritage.[footnoteRef:24] Considering his current age of 69, would have been in his early twenties when conducting this research in 1978, whereas his participants were likely from the ages of 11 to 18. Martyn Denscombe argues that reflexive considerations such as that of age and social class are essential when conducting research projects as the researcher can only understand a culture or event through the lens of their own ways of conceptualization and seeing.[footnoteRef:25] This means that a researcher’s interpretation is not always objective, as it is coloured through their own circumstances, belief systems and modes of thought or understanding. In this way, Brink’s differences to his participants could likely have contributed to his findings and their consequent interpretation. Although Walter and Waterhouse can be said to be insiders in terms of their relative social class, age and status, as middle-upper class people living in the South West of England, and Walter being around the median age of the participants, the same issues of interpretation and objectivity apply, as they may have inadvertently attached elements of themselves into the findings or research questions.[footnoteRef:26] [22:  Clark, T., Foster, L., Bryman, A., ‘How to do your social research project or dissertation’, Oxford University Press, 2019, pp.222-225]  [23:  Brink, T. L., ‘What I Learned (and Did Not Learn) from the Study of History’ The Historian, 44:4, 1982 538-540, DOI: 10.1111/j.1540-6563.1982.tb00644.x]  [24:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, pp.83]  [25:  Denscombe, M., ‘The Good Research Guide: Research methods for small-scale social research projects’, 7th eds., Open University Press, 2021, pp.125
]  [26:  Denscombe, Martyn. The Good Research Guide: Research methods for small-scale social research projects, 7th eds., Open University Press, 202, pp.127] 


	In conclusion, this text has critically assessed and compared two research papers; Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation. By T.L Brink and A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England by T. Walter and H. Waterhouse. Both papers aim to undertake a similar hypothesis and aim, which is to investigate whether belief in reincarnation is simultaneously compatible with Christian beliefs such as the belief in a single God and heaven and hell. Whilst Walter and Waterhouse also set out to examine the reasons for belief in reincarnation, Brink centralizes his research mainly on whether the two belief systems can coincide and exist parallel to one another. The two papers both demonstrate examples of qualitative research, with Brink making use of questionnaires, whereas Walter and Waterhouse incorporate open-ended interviews to explore reasons of belief in their participants. Both of these methodologies are in line with their aims and are appropriate for their hypotheses. Reflexive issues arise in both research papers, associated with social class, status and age, and this paper has illustrated the potential issues around objectivity that could impact the findings of the research, particularly as there was little considerations of reflexivity established by either of the authors. However, Brink’s paper demonstrates an additional ethical concern surrounding informed and freely given consent due to the circumstances of whereby the questionnaires were given. 
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