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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources 

Word count: 2535

This essay critically compares and contrasts two research papers. The two papers chosen are 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. This essay will begin by providing information about the subject matter of the two papers, the context, the authors and their background. Next, the essay will examine the overall structure of the two papers — introduction, discussion, analysis and conclusion — and the progression they follow, while analysing how the literature review was constructed. Finally, while focusing on the authors’ research methodology, their ethical considerations and their reflexive position, the essay will compare the two papers and discuss their differences and similarities.

First of all, the subject matter of the two papers, although different, has a number of similarities. Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse clearly announce the objectives of their research. Indeed, their goal is to explore “what reincarnation means to some of those who believe in it, why they find it attractive, and how it relates to other aspects of their life”[footnoteRef:1]. Their article asks in particular “whether the twentieth century privatization of belief makes it easier to hold beliefs not taught by one’s church”[footnoteRef:2]. On the contrary, Terry L. Brink remains vague and one must read between the lines to discern his intention. He is primarily interested in the consistency of religious attitudes, asking whether it is true that “individuals strive to attain and maintain a consistent set of attitudes”[footnoteRef:3]. To test this, he assumes that “simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible”[footnoteRef:4]. Thus, the two articles come together on the theme of reincarnation, even if it is not exploited in quite the same way. Both studies attempt to determine whether belief in reincarnation is associated with religion — concerning the Catholic religion for Brink, in a broader sense for Walter and Waterhouse — or not. The various authors do not, however, specify what the concept of reincarnation covers, in which they follow the literature on this point. They are probably following in the footsteps of authors such as Mikel Burley, who, interested in reincarnation in relation to ethical values and practices, emphasizes “the multiplicity of forms that beliefs in reincarnation can take”[footnoteRef:5]. Others, however, have been more specific, such as Anne Bennett, who, analyzing the “role that reincarnation plays in maintaining a sense of unity and identity among the Druze”[footnoteRef:6], assumes that “only human rebirth”[footnoteRef:7]. [1:  Walter, Tony, and Helen Waterhouse. “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.” Sociology of Religion, vol. 60, no. 2, 1999, p. 187.]  [2:  Ibid.]  [3:  Brink, T. L. “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.” Review of Religious Research, vol. 20, no. 1, 1978, p. 82.]  [4:  Ibid.]  [5:  Burley, Mikel. “Reincarnation and Ethics.” Journal of the American Academy of Religion, vol. 81, no. 1, 2013, p. 182.]  [6:  Anne Bennett. “Reincarnation, Sect Unity, and Identity among the Druze.” Ethnology, vol. 45, no. 2, 2006, p. 87.]  [7:  Ibid, p. 93.] 

Nevertheless, the authors, their background and the context appears to be quite different. Terry L. Brink is a psychologist and social scientist. The publisher MSI Press LLC, which aims to bring the public books of high quality, presents him as the “author of fifteen books, two dozen encyclopedia articles, and hundreds of journal articles, reviews and conference presentations. His main topics of interest include clinical assessment and treatment of mental disorders in later life, religious phenomena, cancer attitudes, consumer behavior, qualitative research methods, and Big Data Analytics using Bayesian Sequential Statistics. He has degrees from Claremont Men’s College, San Jose State University, Santa Clara University and the University of Chicago. (…) He has served as editor, editorial board member, or peer reviewer for more than a dozen professional journals. He has been appointed to the faculties of Stanford University School of Medicine, Loma Linda University School of Public Health, Universidad Iberoamericana, University of Redlands, University of California Riverside, and University of the People. He is currently Professor of Psychology at Crafton Hills College. On youtube he has over 600 videos which have received 1.7 million hits for Headlessprofessor. Dr. Brink resides in Mexico and southern California.”[footnoteRef:8] He defines himself as a retired clinician and headhunter: “At this point I’m just writing books (mostly Open Educational Resources) and teaching (entirely online even before Covid). I’m headlessprofessor on youtube.”[footnoteRef:9] As his paper was written in 1978, we can assume that it was the beginning of his career and that his article was guided more by a desire to assert himself by publishing, according to a logic of opportunity rather than being part of the continuity of very specialized work. [8:  Source: the MSI Press LLC’s website (https://msipress.com/authors/tl-brink).]  [9:  Source: the social question-and-answer website Quora (https://www.quora.com/profile/T-L-Brink).] 

The article by Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse was written much latter, in 1999, when they already had more professional experience. Their paper specifies that Waterhouse is “coming from a religious studies perspective, Walter from sociology”[footnoteRef:10]. Tony Walter is a Professor of Death Studies at the University of Bath. He defines his research interests as follows. “I was a freelance scholar from 1975 - 1994, writing books on the treatment of young offenders, religion and society, landscape, unemployment, social security, basic income, and the concept of need. On re-entering academia in 1994, I worked as Lecturer, then Reader, in Sociology at the University of Reading. Since 2006, I have been Professor of Death Studies at the University of Bath, including four years (2011-15) as director of the Centre for Death & Society. At both universities I set up and directed a Masters course in Death & Society. Since the early 1990s, my writing and lecturing have focused on developing a sociological understanding of death in modern society. In this, I have collaborated with colleagues in religious studies, history, archaeology, linguistics, psychology, geography, computer science, medicine, social work, and gerontology. (…) My current interest is the climate/ecological emergency and the death of species, including our own, to which it points and that it seeks to avert.”[footnoteRef:11] Detailed biographical material about Helen Waterhouse is more difficult to find. Referring to a book she reviewed[footnoteRef:12], in 2005, the Journal of Global Buddhism presents her as a lecturer in religious studies at the Open University[footnoteRef:13]. In any case, this complementarity between the two authors constitutes an undeniable advantage, in particular to give more depth to their paper. [10:  Walter, Tony, and Helen Waterhouse. “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.” Sociology of Religion, vol. 60, no. 2, 1999, p. 189.]  [11:  Source: University of Bath’s website (https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter).]  [12:  Buddhism in the Modern World: Adaptations of an Ancient Tradition. Edited by Steven Heine and Charles S. Prebish. Oxford University Press.]  [13:  Source : Journal of Global Buddhism’s website (https://www.globalbuddhism.org/article/view/1123).] 


The structure of Brink’s article is very simple and has few entries, which is probably due to the concise nature of the paper. While this makes it easier to access and read, several expected elements are missing. The introduction is therefore brief and refers only to the most common hypotheses in social sciences. The author cites “several social psychological theories”[footnoteRef:14] without detailing them at all. The counterpart is the presence of a part of the literature review, rather clear and complete with regard to the social psychological theories to which he refers, but which is not supposed to take place in the introduction and should be the subject of a separate and detailed paragraph. Generally speaking, this brief introduction does not set out the aim of the research and its main conclusions. Nor is the academic justification, methodology employed or participant group. The results are not outlined either. This is followed by a paragraph setting out the hypotheses, before the results are presented in detail, with the help of a summary econometric table. Finally, the paper concludes with the author's discussion and comments, including a further review of the literature. There is no concluding paragraph, nor is the reflexivity missing: is the author an outsider or an insider? The progression of rationale is made somewhat difficult to follow by the missing sections, so that it's hard to conclude that the logic flows perfectly. Some major elements — such as the fact that this is quantitative research — are clearly stated and given at the beginning, in the abstract; however, it is difficult to see them as part of the overall structure. [14:  Brink, T. L. “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.” Review of Religious Research, vol. 20, no. 1, 1978, p. 82.] 

The structure of Walter and Waterhouse’s paper is much more in line with what is expected from academic research. The overall structure of the document is good. The abstract and the introduction are very clear. Indeed, the objective of the research is clearly stated, as is the structure of the document and, very briefly, the methodology. Then, a very long paragraph entitled “survey data”[footnoteRef:15] presents a review of the literature and explains the choice of methodology, giving details about it. A wealth of information is provided about the participant group, such as the fact that “two-thirds of the adults respondents were female; a third were practicing Christians, including a number of Quakers”[footnoteRef:16]. There is also a statement of the results. There is no explicit reflexivity to explain that the authors are outsiders or insiders, which is perhaps the only missing element. The last paragraph before the conclusion is devoted to results and discussion. It includes several detailed and interesting explanatory items: “religious associations; the nature of belief; sources of belief; the content of belief; effects”[footnoteRef:17]. And there is a solid conclusion. In conclusion, this good conventional structure includes all the necessary sections, the only criticism being that all the themes are not sufficiently separated, and should each be the subject of a separate paragraph. [15:  Walter, Tony, and Helen Waterhouse. “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.” Sociology of Religion, vol. 60, no. 2, 1999, pp. 188-190.]  [16:  Ibid, p. 189.]  [17:  Ibid, pp. 190-195.] 

The literature review has already been touched on above. In Brink’s paper, the literature review is clearly stated but not necessarily in the right place in the text. Walter and Waterhouse’s paper presents a very comprehensive review of the literature, which aims to be exhaustive. There are many references to the “European Values Surveys (EVSs)”[footnoteRef:18] Very specific studies are mentioned, such as “the only study to contradict the statistical association between conventional Christian believing and belonging on the one hand, and belief in reincarnation on the other”. Nevertheless, it is worth noting the absence of a number of references that predate this study and which would have been appropriate, particularly two of them. These include Charles F. Emmons and Jeff Sobal’s paper, which establishes for example, that “age and education are both important contaminators of the correlations between the religious variables and the psychic beliefs. Age is negatively related to the psychic beliefs, education posititively.”[footnoteRef:19] Similarly, Wuthnow’s paper, the study mentioned in Brinks’ text, including an “index of social marginality”[footnoteRef:20], would have been appropriate. In both papers, the literature review, while not exhaustive, is clear, covers relevant topics and is linked to the authors’ theory. [18:  Ibid, p. 188.]  [19:  Emmons, Charles F., and Jeff Sobal. “Paranormal Beliefs: Functional Alternatives to Mainstream Religion?” Review of Religious Research, vol. 22, no. 4, 1981, p. 308.]  [20:  Wuthnow, Robert. “Astrology and Marginality.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, vol. 15, no. 2, 1976, p. 164.] 


There are similarities between the authors’ research methodology, their ethical considerations and their reflexive position. Indeed, both documents adopt a mainly quantitative approach, analysing numerical data, even if the methodology can be considered mixed, including a small qualitative component. A qualitative study, with subtleties and nuances, might have been more appropriate for the type of subject chosen by Walter and Waterhouse. Both studies use a single type of medium, even if it is different. Brink uses questionnaires, without giving sufficient detail about them. He gives no indication of his own position, whether insider or outsider, on Roman Catholicism, astrology and reincarnation; the same applies to Walter and Waterhouse. The latter mention several times that they use interviews. For example, they say they have conducted “a small-scaled interview study in order to elicit the meaning of reincarnation to those who believe in it”[footnoteRef:21]. In their case, the characteristics of the participants are more clearly detailed, even though their sample is more suitable for this. All the authors give details of their questions, those in the questionnaire for Brink, those in the interview for Walter and Waterhouse. In the latter case, the questions are scattered throughout the paper, whereas they appear in the econometric table for Brink. In both cases, it is not clearly stated how the data was collected. Similarly, in both cases, there is a serious lack of ethical considerations. [21:  Walter, Tony, and Helen Waterhouse. “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.” Sociology of Religion, vol. 60, no. 2, 1999, p. 188.] 

However, despite the fact that the topics of the two papers are quite similar — even if not totally so since only one of the two deals with astrology —, addressing both the themes of religion and reincarnation, their treatment is different. Walter and Waterhouse devote a significant part of their paper to analysing the content of belief in reincarnation. Since several people in their sample referred to the concept of karma, the authors wonder about this notion. Mikel Burley, who has written extensively on beliefs in reincarnation, would later follow in their footsteps, taking the view that “there are undoubtedly many important differences to be observed between forms of belief in reincarnation that involve notions of karmic retribution and other forms that do not”[footnoteRef:22]. Walter and Waterhouse provide a detailed analysis of the responses they received, even publishing an extract from an interview, or place extracts from responses directly in the body of the text. In particular, they question the concept of “bodily reincarnation”[footnoteRef:23]. A. D. Fraser had already given his own answer on this point: “I have little doubt that this widespread belief in the return to earth of the dead is founded on the familiar phenomenon of recurring family resemblances”[footnoteRef:24]. Mikel Burley later argued that a study of the belief in reincarnation could not ignore this question: “if, however, you remain open to the possibility that conceptions of what a person is arise, not within a vacuum, but within particular networks of belief and practice (…), then you may concur with me that believing in reincarnation is very far indeed from believing something that is logically impossible absurdity”[footnoteRef:25]. In contrast, Brink’s paper confines itself to a statistical and partial approach to the subject. Given the lack of confirmation of his hypothesis, the author prefers to refer to Wuthnow’s theory rather than develop his own: “the present study may offer some confirmation of this theory”[footnoteRef:26]. In the end, even if in different and unequal ways, all the authors fail in their lack or inadequacy of interpretation, while others, like Anne Bennet, choose to give their point of view: “I interpret such responses as (…)”[footnoteRef:27]. [22:  Burley, Mikel. “Reincarnation and Ethics.” Journal of the American Academy of Religion, vol. 81, no. 1, 2013, p. 181.]  [23:  Walter, Tony, and Helen Waterhouse. “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.” Sociology of Religion, vol. 60, no. 2, 1999, p. 194.]  [24:  Fraser, A. D. “Reincarnation.” The Classical Journal, vol. 47, no. 5, 1952, p. 189.]  [25:  Burley, Mikel. “Believing in Reincarnation.” Philosophy, vol. 87, no. 340, 2012, p. 279.]  [26:  Brink, T. L. “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.” Review of Religious Research, vol. 20, no. 1, 1978, p. 84.]  [27:  Anne Bennett. “Reincarnation, Sect Unity, and Identity among the Druze.” Ethnology, vol. 45, no. 2, 2006, p. 94.] 


In conclusion, the papers were written more than twenty years apart. The authors were not at the same stage of their careers when they carried out these studies, and they did not have the same source of motivation, which is noticeable. The structure of the articles, including the literature review, is very different, Walter and Waterhouse’s being very close to what you would expect from an academic study, while Brink’s gives the impression of having been — it has to be said — somewhat slapdash. In terms of research methodology, ethical considerations and reflexive position, there are a number of similarities between the different authors, including some weaknesses. Despite the proximity of the subjects covered by the two papers, their treatment is very different.
One explanation for the discrepancy between the two papers and the lower quality of Brink’s paper can be found in Shoshanah Feher’s exploratory study on astrology and its constituency: “Why are these two profiles of adherents to astrology so different from one another? Why did Wuthnow find his sample to be marginal, whereas my sample seems to come from the mainstream? There are at least two possible explanations for this inconsistency. The first is that the role of astrology might have changed since Wuthnow’s study was conducted in 1973. (…) A second explanation for the differences found between the two studies might lie in the different sample types.”[footnoteRef:28] In the end, as Charles F. Emmons and Jeff Sobal rightly pointed out, “more attention should be paid to levels of interest and levels of seriousness of belief in the paranormal. Further research should consider the degree of belief and the ‘use’ of belief in the paranormal”[footnoteRef:29]. [28:  Feher, Shoshanah. “Who Looks to the Stars? Astrology and Its Constituency.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, vol. 31, no. 1, 1992, p. 92.]  [29:  Emmons, Charles F., and Jeff Sobal. “Paranormal Beliefs: Functional Alternatives to Mainstream Religion?” Review of Religious Research, vol. 22, no. 4, 1981, p. 311.] 
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