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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
[Word Count: 2500 > 2625]


INTRODUCTION
This essay critically compares and contrasts T. L. Brink’s paper on ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, with Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s article on ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, both published in academic journals, the former in the Review of Religious Research in 1978, and the latter in the Sociology of Religion in 1999. .[footnoteRef:1] [1:  T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 60.1 (1978), 82-85; Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60.2 (1999), 187-197.] 

One immediate aspect both papers share is that they were written by academics, even if coming from diverse expertise: T. L. Brink is a psychologist, Tony Walter a sociologist, and his co-author, Helen Waterhouse, comes from religious studies, all holding a PhD by the time of publication. Another common fact is that both manuscripts address a specialized audience, if not the authors’ academic peers, most likely people interested in religious studies, and informed on and familiar with the topics underlying each discussion – Religion, Astrology and Reincarnation in Brink’s paper; the latter in that of Walter and Waterhouse.
As to the specific focuses, both papers discussed belief in reincarnation, despite their aims being different, along with their methodologies, and so was the depth of the inquiries. Brink assessed this belief, as well as that in astrology, within the search for belief consistency, while Walter and Waterhouse wanted to learn about the meaning of reincarnation for the believers plus the impact this had on their lives. 
The former surveyed roman catholic girls from northwest Chicago about their belief in astrology or reincarnation, under the premise that their (assumed) faith prevented them from having other creeds, all the more so as they were (per the author) mutually exclusive. Yet the numbers of the inquest did not confirm the postulate, and the research concluded for the respondents’ inconsistency of belief, although framing it within a ‘functional perspective’ as an ‘adolescent’s response to confusion and uncertainty’.[footnoteRef:2] (p.82, 85) [2:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls, p. 82, 85.] 

As to the latter, Walter and Waterhouse’ research inquired people from the two major western belief systems where reincarnation is not taught – Christianity and secularism. Their departure point were statistics for western believers in reincarnation the authors considered ‘deviant’, and so they sought for the meaning of reincarnation amongst those entertaining it, the reasons for why it attracted them, as well as its correlation to other aspects of the interviewees’ lives. A ‘small intense interview study’, which took place in the South West of England, was how authors collected their data. The research findings came to show belief in reincarnation was a private one, requiring ‘no church, sect, or cult for its sustenance’.[footnoteRef:3] (p.196) and running parallel, not conflicting with the professed religion. [3:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 196.] 

Further comparison between the two papers concern methodology, the researchers’ stance on the in/outside continuum relating their population study, as well as the role awarded to theory in support of both the evidence and findings’ discussion. However, they are now only superficially characterized. So, differing on the first two subjects, both papers came close regarding the latter. Brink’s article, sitting under the positivist paradigm, used quantitative research, while Walter and Waterhouse’s research was framed by the interpretive paradigm and followed a qualitative approach. As to the researchers’ role as insiders or/and outsiders within the research setting, a number of authors sees it differently thus provisionally I am placing Brink as an outsider, and Walter and Waterhouse as insiders. Theorization seemed to come in both papers in the wake of the data collection stage and/or discussion of the findings.

DISCUSSION
Ccontrasting Brink’s with Walter and Waterhouse’s papers brought three main topics to my attention which I will critically discuss below. They all relate to methodology and their relevance came from their conditioning of both the process of validation of the research question(s) and the findings of the investigations.
[bookmark: _Hlk98789684]Research Model and Assumptions
[bookmark: _Hlk98790743][bookmark: _Hlk98790734]One of the most distinctive features of the two papers is the different methodology applied to investigate the research issues. As mentioned above, Brink used quantitative methodology, based on the positivist paradigm; and Walter and Waterhouse used the qualitative methodology, framed in the interpretive paradigm. As paradigms are, according to Earl Babbie, ‘the fundamental models or frames of reference we use to organize our observations and reasoning’ (p.32), within the ongoing discussion it is worth stressing that paradigm shift’s inevitably apport a different positioning on the part of the authors in relation to both object and context of their study.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Earl Babbie, The Practice of Social Research (Cengage Learning, 2013), p. 32.] 

Alan Bryman pointed to the epistemological distinction as one of the reasons that explained the usual opposition between quantitative and qualitative methodologies, since it substantiated divergent understandings in relation to the processes that legitimized the acquisition of knowledge about the social world. Still, Bryman did not matched tout court the positivist paradigm with quantitative research; rather, he preferred envisaging its correspondence with certain tenets of the positivist paradigm, namely in its affinity with the model of description of scientific thought applied to the natural sciences, which is one of its defining connotations.[footnoteRef:5] The description of the “scientific method” was synthesized by Babbie, whose transposition one can easily recognize in the logical structure of quantitative research as graphically represented by Bryman through the stages of a linear sequence: from theory the hypothesis is deducted, then operationalized through data collection and observation, followed by analysis, whose interpretation validates (or not) the hypothesis, after which the findings feed the theory back.[footnoteRef:6] In a similar way Creswell schematically represented these four phases of the deductive approach typically used in quantitative research.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research (London, Unwin Hyman, 1988), p.14-15.]  [6:  Babbie, The Practice of Social Research, pp. 45ss (between commas in the original); and Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, p. 20.]  [7:  Creswell, C., ‘The Use of Theory’, in Research Design (Sage, s.d.), p.125.] 

As for qualitative research, Bryman referred it to ‘intellectual undercurrents’ such as phenomenology or verstehen, which share as the most obvious characteristic ‘the commitment to seeing through the eyes of the people being studied’.[footnoteRef:8] He makes no mention to the interpretive paradigm, which, on their turn, Hennink, Hutter & Bailey address specifically. Among other features, these authors defined it as the approach that ‘seeks to understand people’s lived experience from the perspective of people themselves’, making it clear the focus is the in-depth interpretation of the individual.[footnoteRef:9] Consequently, induction is now the logic that characterizes qualitative research, which Creswell construes and outlines in five phases.[footnoteRef:10] Adding to it, Babbie compares the two methods via three sequential steps – deductive (Hypothesis, Observations, Accept or reject hypothesis?) vs. inductive (Observations, Finding a pattern, Tentative conclusion).[footnoteRef:11] [8:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, p. 69.]  [9:  Hennink, Monique; Hutter, Inge, and Bailey, Ajay. Qualitative Research Methods (Sage, 2020), p.15.]  [10:  Creswell, C., ‘The Use of Theory’, p.132.]  [11:  Babbie, The Practice of Social Research, p. 51.] 

Thus framed, one distinguishes better Brink’s specificity against Walter and Waterhouse's. It was within the positivist context and the deductive logic that the former examined the Consistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls. Brink drew a survey aimed at proving an hypothesis he clearly pointed out– ‘that a study of beliefs of adolescent girls will show an acceptance of only one of these three sets (Roman Catholic, astrology, reincarnation) acceptance accompanied by a rejection of the others’.[footnoteRef:12] His hypothesis built on an axiom – ‘Simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible’ – and on a set of subsequent propositions.[footnoteRef:13] Brink therefore seemed to adopt the linear conceptual process outlined by Bryman, or the structure of “the scientific method” synthesized by Babbie, which one sees transposed in an obvious and recognizable way into the set-up of his research, as additionally in the structure of the paper.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls, p. 82.]  [13:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls, p. 82.]  [14:  Babbie, The Practice of Social Research, pp. 45ss (between commas in the original); and Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, p. 20.] 

Conversely, Walter and Waterhouse's approach contrasts with Brink's. Set on investigating the meaning of reincarnation for a certain type of believers, they followed a qualitative methodology which they grounded in ‘a small intensive interview study”, as mentioned above, aimed at letting the “interviewees speak in their own terms’.[footnoteRef:15] They set no preliminary hypothesis and opened the research to an inductive logic/method, which granted large weight to the participants accounts. Still, given that their research question(s) issued from the European Values Study (EVS) survey data – and most accurately one should say they followed mixed methods research – some deduction was also entailed within their conceptual research framing. Indeed, they’re triggered by some ‘intriguing questions’ arisen from the survey data, namely that of a ‘substantial minority of westerners’ believing in reincarnation and exceeding ‘the numbers of westerners attached to Eastern or New Age religions’ (which are structured by that creed), which led the authors to study that minority. So, despite no hypothesis being set to test, the paper was credited with the findings’ framing ‘within the debate about the privatization of contemporary religion’, thus expecting to contribute for the theories in force.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 187, 189.]  [16:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 189.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk98789704]Adequacy between selected methods and research question(s)
I stated in the introduction both papers study the concept of “belief” with a shared emphasis on reincarnation against other belief systems. Despite nuances and specifications, the investigation of the core topic is supported by different methods. Brink uses the questionnaire and Walter and Waterhouse the in-depth interview, following a European survey. 
To begin with, in order to analyse the topic, one needs to bear in mind that, according to Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, qualitative research’s purpose is to ‘understand why? how?’ As to the quantitative research, its purpose is ‘To measure, count, or quantify a problem’. [footnoteRef:17] Within this broader context, questionnaires suit the former and interviews the latter. [17:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.16.] 

According to Rawley, the questionnaire is effective when “the researcher wants to profile the sample in terms of numbers” or wants to assess ‘frequency of occurrence of opinions, attitudes, experiences, processes, behaviours, or predictions’, aiming to ‘collect data from a relatively large number of people (say between 100 and 1000)’.[footnoteRef:18] Considering Birk’s hypothesis and his description of the operationalization procedures, his method seems to suit both the general research question (measuring belief system/person), as well as the sample size (227 girls). [18:  J. Rowley, Designing and Using Research Questionnaires (2014), p. 4.] 

On the other hand, Walter and Waterhouse selected the semi-structured interview as the preferred method of collecting information from the participants. On this method, Hennink, Hutter and Bailey stated that ‘it reinforces the purpose of gaining a detailed insight into the research issues from the perspective of the study participant themselves’, a feature that matched the aim of the investigators.[footnoteRef:19] As to the added value of the semi-structured interviews to the detriment of the unstructured ones, Bell and Waters, highlight the former gave freedom to ‘the respondents to talk about what is of central significance to them rather than to the interviewer’, while they provide ‘a flexible structure to ensure all topics considered crucial to the study are covered’.[footnoteRef:20] Considering, therefore, the Walter and Waterhouse’s objective of collecting the personal views of individuals regarding the personal meaning of reincarnation, this method fitted it. [19:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.116.]  [20:  Bell, Judith, and Waters, Stephen, Doing Your Research Project (New York, Open University Press/McGraw-Hill, 2017), p.214] 

As to the evaluation of the papers’ findings against both the chosen method and the answer to the research question, Brink was further away from the intended result than Walter and Waterhouse. In fact, his words were clear in this regard: ‘This survey raises more questions than it answers’.[footnoteRef:21] The study carried out not only did not confirm his hypothesis, but also did not allow the confirmation of supplementary ones (“substitution”) that resulted from the interpretation of the answers of the survey itself and its relation with existing literature: “The present study fails to confirm the substitution hypothesis”.[footnoteRef:22] Minimizing this effect, the interview method could have been an additional/complementary choice, as the author expressed the need and usefulness of having more information about the background of the respondents in relation to their beliefs, thus asking for a qualitative approach. Indeed, the survey findings surprised the author.[footnoteRef:23] However, what stood out from the paper was not the inadequacy of the survey/questionnaire regarding the problem investigated, but the rigidity of the hypothesis (or/or) and the binary framework offered to its interpretation, ultimately the reason for the experiment’s failure. At this point Brink's paper must also be placed within temporal perspective. Published in the late 1970s, it reflects a decade still largely dominated by positivist thinking and the scientific research determined by it, even if already under the auspices of the resurgence of interest in qualitative studies within the social sciences (since the 1960s). The example of Herbert J. Gans, cited by Bryman, acutely grasps this transitional moment as he accounts that between two editions of his book 20 years apart (1962/1982) he questioned “the belief in the appropriateness of the scientific method”.[footnoteRef:24] [21:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls, p. 84.]  [22:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls, p. 84.]  [23:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls, p. 84.]  [24:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, p. 95.] 

As to Walter and Waterhouse’s study, bearing in mind that the basis for it was an external survey and that mixed methods research were in place, the validation of the chosen method was confirmed through the bridging between the questionnaire and the interviews along the paper. Indeed, the interview allowed to overcome the incongruities of the survey, showing the interdependence and complementarity between the two. Comparing the answers of their interviewees with the rigidity of the answers allowed by the EVS survey (“Yes, No, or Don't know”), Walter and Waterhouse concluded for their maladjustment in relation to “to the way people think and talk about the concept”.[footnoteRef:25] Still, their closing section denoted satisfaction with the findings for most of them a confirming-fact: “reincarnation belief… [i]t is easily subsumed within the private and less-than-world-shattering religion… that the English know so well”.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 191,192.]  [26:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 196.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk98789719]Researchers: insiders or outsiders?
The role of researchers in both papers is the opposite. Brink is the scientist within the positivist paradigm; Walter and Waterhouse are the co-participants in the phenomenology.
Within the background of the scientific model procedures, Brink collected his data via a questionnaire, previously determining the objective setting conditions, from the population studied to the context of the experiment (under terms that would allow its replication, if desired). Further, he was as little involved as possible throughout the process, at least subjectively. Gender, (approximate) ages of the respondents, place – a Catholic school, and a religion class (compulsory) –, day and period of the day when the questionnaires were to be submitted, all were variables controlled by him. However, some other were left relatively undetermined. Following what Bryman identified as a “widespread preference among textbooks and… many practitioners” – some “random sampling” took place.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, p. 35.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk98798425]When Brink stated that “[w]hoever was present in religion class (a required course) that day got a questionnaire”, he was attesting his non-direct interference in the sample selection process.[footnoteRef:28] 227 was the number of respondents in his survey, but it could have been more; or less, depending on who showed up for that class that particular day. From this assertion, I take it that for him the individual was “demonstrably instrumental”, essentially a source of data, somehow both separated and deprived from the complexity of the social world “as if it were identical to the natural order”.[footnoteRef:29] Indeed, following Roger Evered and Meryl Reis Louis’ understanding, one can see Brink acting as an outsider, self-excluded ‘from the organizational setting’ under the epistemological standpoint that there was “an external reality constituted of facts that are structured in a law-like manner’.[footnoteRef:30] This pragmatic approach was also visible in the paper’s structure itself – very clear and bearing witness to that reasoning: “Hypothesis” was the heading of the opening section, followed by two others, “Procedures and Results” and “Discussion and Conclusions”. Nevertheless, some literature sees it differently, and should the outsider/insider position be perceived as a fluid status like Marlize Rabe did, then Brink would be an insider.[footnoteRef:31] [28:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls, p. 83.]  [29:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, p. 40.]  [30:  Roger Evered and Meryl Reis Louis, Alternatives Perspectives in the Organizational Sciences: “Inquiry from the inside” and “Inquiry from the outside”, The Academy of management Review, 6.3 (1981), 385-395, p. 388.]  [31:  Marlize Rabe, Revisiting ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ as social researchers, African Sociological Review, 7.2 (2003), 149-161, p. 150.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk98798935]Diverging from Brink’s, Walter and Waterhouse’s research was set within the context of interpretivism, to which, contrarily to the above, subjectivity is inherently assumed as part of the research process, stemming from the stances of both the researcher and the participant.[footnoteRef:32] Walter and Waterhouse’s option for ‘an intensive interview study’, of just thirty participants, conducted in a very open-ended way so “interviewees [could] speak in their own terms” testified of their awareness of the different epistemological nature framing qualitative research.[footnoteRef:33] Indeed, they stressed ‘[t]he intention was not to assemble a representative sample’.[footnoteRef:34] This approach inherently converted the researchers into insiders, and despite this not being acknowledged within the paper, it was still clear enough if the conceptual framing proposed by Rabe would be taken as reference. Thus, considering the specific context under analysis, Walter and Waterhouse (particularly the latter, who conducted the interviews) fit at least within one of the three concepts set by Rabe, as they found themselves in the position of “power” regarding the interviewees: they were the ones responsible for the interpretation, interrelation and report of the participants’ accounts .[footnoteRef:35] Regarding the specific “knowledge” under inquiry, however, and still according to Rabe’s conceptualization, the researchers were outsiders: the “inside knowledge” was a prerogative of the participants.[footnoteRef:36] Still, taking Sonya Dewer and Jennifer Buckle’s view into consideration, no qualitative researcher is really an outsider as participants live through their stories and accounts in the head (and heart?) of the researchers: “individual voices are not lost in a pool of numbers”.[footnoteRef:37] From this perspective, although not without biases, nor totally away from numbers, Walter and Waterhouse were, as researchers, not ‘true outsiders’, nor ‘complete insiders’, rather occupying the ‘space between’.[footnoteRef:38] [32:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.15-19.]  [33:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 187, 189.]  [34:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 189.]  [35:  Rabe, Revisiting ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ as social researchers, p. 150-151.]  [36:  Rabe, Revisiting ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ as social researchers, p. 151.]  [37:  Sonya Dewer and Jennifer Buckle, The space Between: On being an insider-outsider in qualitative Research, Intenational Journal of Qualitative Methods, 54-63, p.61.]  [38:  Dewer and Buckle, The space Between, p. 61.
] 


CONCLUSION
The aim of this essay was to critically compare and contrast TL Brink's paper on 'Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation', with Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse's article on 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England ', respectively published in 1978 and 1999.
As clearly stated by their titles, both papers discussed belief in reincarnation, despite their aims and context being different. However, it was the topic of methodology, and correlated aspects, that were debated in this paper, as they were considered key in the process of validation of the research question(s), conditioning the findings of the investigations. Three themes stood out from that larger topic, and the differences and similarities found between the two papers and their respective authors were organized around them. The discussion of Research Model and Assumptions, the assessment of the Adequacy between selected methods and research question(s), and the questioning of Researchers: [as] insiders or outsiders came to show the main differences. Nonetheless, if the paradigms (positivist or interpretive) justify the methodology, it was not so much the methods as, in the end, the intellectual/conceptual apparatus of the researchers that guided and conditioned, on the one hand, the involvement of researchers in the research process, on the other hand, the interpretation of the investigation results and, in the end, the validation of the research question.

[bookmark: _Hlk98796377]References 

Babbie, Earl, The Practice of Social Research (Cengage Learning, 2013) 

Bell, Judith, and Waters, Stephen, Doing Your Research Project (New York, Open University Press/McGraw-Hill, 2017)

Bryman, Alan, Quantity and Quality in Social Research (London, Unwin Hyman, 1988)

Creswell, C., ‘The Use of Theory’, in Research Design (Sage, s.d.), pp. 119-141
Hennink, Monique; Hutter, Inge, and Bailey, Ajay. Qualitative Research Methods (Sage, 2020)

Evered, Roger and Louis, Meryl Reis, Alternatives Perspectives in the Organizational Sciences: “Inquiry from the inside” and “Inquiry from the outside”, The Academy of management Review, 6.3 (1981), 385-395

Haynes, Kathryn. ‘Reflexivity in qualitative research’, in Qualitative Organizational Research: Core Methods and Current Challenges, ed. by G. Symon, and C. Cassell, pp. 72-89 (SAGE Publications, Inc., 2012)
Rabe, Marlize, Revisiting ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ as social researchers, African Sociological Review, 7.2 (2003), 149-161

Rowley, J., Designing and Using Research Questionnaires (2014).

T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 60.1 (1978), 82-85;

Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60.2 (1999), 187-197.

Dewer, Sonya and Buckle, Jennifer, The space Between: On being an insider-outsider in qualitative Research, Intenational Journal of Qualitative Methods, 54-63.

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





