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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources
Introduction

This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers: T. L Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978), 82-85 and Tony Walter & Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), 187-197. The essay will start with a brief introduction of the three authors, followed by a historical contextualization of both articles, an analysis of the theoretical concepts and the methodologies used. Consequently, the essay will address the findings of the two articles which deal with connections between religion and beliefs that are considered largely incompatible with Catholic doctrine.
Authors and Articles
Tony Walter worked as a lecturer and reader in sociology at the University of Reading in the 1990s.
 Since 2006 he has been Professor of Death Studies at the University of Bath and has served as a director of the Centre for Death & Society.
  He is interested in researching the sociology of death and afterlife. His focus has been directed upon the ways in which societies deal with passings, through rituals, theories and symbols. Helen Waterhouse has published research articles for the Open University, dealing with belief in reincarnation and Buddhism.
 T. L. Brink taught Psychology at Notre Dame College of Belmont, CA. Not much information on the last two authors mentioned was found on the internet when this essay was being written. Brink’s article refers to a study conducted in the 1970s among 227 female students at a Catholic high school in Illinois.
 The participants were given a questionnaire that aimed to investigate their religious attitudes. The main question was whether they held beliefs in astrology and/or reincarnation, despite their Catholic backgrounds. Walter and Waterhouse’s article is about an intensive interview study on reincarnation which was conducted among a group of around thirty English people in the 1990s.
 Their research particularly focused on the coexistence of a belief in reincarnation and a sound religious practice among the participants. The authors focused on the meaning that reincarnation had in the lives of the interviewees and how that belief related to other areas of their lives. Brink’s article on belief in Catholic girls was published in 1978, whereas Walter and Waterhouse’s was published in 1999. To contextualize the two texts, it can be helpful to refer to Nicholas Campion, who explained that the idea of ‘New Age’ went through a sort of revival during the 1970s-90s.
 According to Campion, that period brought a ‘popularisation of the theosophical New Age movement, which dates back to the beginning of the twentieth century’. According to the observations made in the two articles compared, it appears that the authors considered, to some extent at least, the impact of the counterculture, which contributed to bringing spiritual ideas that were largely considered unorthodox within Christianity. A major difference between the two articles is that the concept of New Age belief is not considered in Brink’s paper, whereas the other article is centered upon the argument that the examined community might have been influenced by modern belief concepts.
Theory

Four aspects relate to the importance of theory in qualitative research, according to Monique Hennik, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey. Theory embeds the research within scientific literature, it helps the researcher define their questions, it gives justification to the research and it sheds light on data to be collected, as well as the suitable methodologies.
 Citing Joseph A. Maxwell, they added that the incorporation of theory should provide a model of the way the world functions.
 Walter and Waterhouse’s article has its theoretical foundations in a diverse set of survey data ranging between the 1940s and 1990s. The surveys analysed dealt with people’s belief in reincarnation and showed some connections between conventional Christian beliefs and belief in reincarnation.
 The data referenced by Walter and Waterhouse highlights that there had been an increase of attention towards themes such as reincarnation throughout the twentieth century; however, it fails to specify how this belief is shaped, despite how complex the notion of reincarnation is. Walter and Waterhouse limited themselves to specifying that reincarnation (or re-birth) is a belief that belongs to several Eastern religions and many tribal belief systems.
 The authors utilized those previous studies to investigate the possibility of connections between Christianity, secularism, and the people’s belief in reincarnation. In this case, secularism was perceived by the authors as one of ‘Western society’s two main belief systems’, rather than the absence of belief.
 Their approach was about consulting survey data about the incidence of belief in reincarnation and comparing those older results with what emerged during the interviews led by Waterhouse. In the other article, Brink started off by putting forward a hypothesis about the incompatibility of simultaneous belief in Catholic doctrine, astrology and reincarnation.
 He supported this idea by briefly citing some social scientists, including Heider, Osgood and Tannenbaum, who had formulated ideas about the need for individuals to maintain consistent attitudes. Without exploring the details of such previous theoretical assumptions, he utilized these facts to introduce his hypothesis about incompatibility of belief within the Catholic community. Considering the complexity of the subject which Walter, Waterhouse and Brink explored, it appears that the ways they incorporated their theoretical choices could not have promised to provide a stable model, as defined by Hennik, Hutter and Bailey.
Data collection and interpretation
The two articles describe different study methodologies. Brink decided to utilize questionaries, whereas the other two authors opted for interviews. The latter article is more detailed, with some more articulated theoretical argumentation, despite a certain amount of vagueness. No follow-up studies transpire from either text. According to Hennik, Hutter and Bailey, in-depth interviews are effective for gaining data on people’s life experiences.
 They added that interviews are particularly useful when dealing with sensitive topics. It could be said that qualitative research on people’s beliefs and religious preferences is definitely to be considered as an attempt to study a sensitive personal space. This was the case with the two articles in question, because they dealt with belief and spirituality. Because of this, one would expect a certain amount of sensitivity and open-mindedness to transpire from the articles; on the other hand, it is also important to consider how hard it is to frame a belief dynamic which is so variegated and complex. Waterhouse, who conducted individual and group interviews in 1997, looked into connections between religious adherence and belief in reincarnation. It was argued that the findings showed how these two aspects can coexist in individuals.
 Also, part of Walter and Waterhouse’s choices was the exclusion of certain categories of people from their pool of interviewees. Hindus, Sikhs and Buddhists were excluded from the study, because reincarnation would have been part of the religious doctrines they adhered to. The authors added that they ‘did not seek out obvious New Agers’, without providing a clear explanation of how they identified the latter.
 They claimed that their respondents ‘did not seem’ like New Agers, on an intuitive level.
 This could lead to questions of reflexivity, because such an approach may be a symptom of the researchers’ lack of attention towards any kind of bias they may have had. They added that, according to the findings of their study, reincarnation appeared unlinked from the New Age (movement), emphasizing that their respondents did not display ‘lifestyle trappings, Aquarian hopes, or holism’.
 This passage appears to highlight the authors’ tendency to somehow flag certain connotations which were undesirable for the scope of the research, because New Agers would have had obvious connections with the concept of reincarnation. As Hennik, Hutter and Bailey explained, the participants bring their perspectives together with their subjective views of the world and society, while researchers bring their own perspectives into the research process.
 The authors specified that this is especially true during data collection and interpretation. They added that reflexivity involves a self-conscious effort by the researcher to determine what kind of influences they may project onto their own study. This is further distinguished into personal reflexivity, which is linked to the researcher’s own background and ideas, and interpersonal reflexivity, which is a product of the interaction between researcher and participant.
 While Walter and Waterhouse filtered their audience, Brink did not attempt to do so. All that transpires from Brink’s article is that the questionnaires were given to 227 female students at a Catholic high school.
 Brink considered the fact that they came from working class families and had Polish or Italian heritage, but did not filter and restrict the audience according to religious background or ethnicity. Brink explained that he was surprised at the low level of sincere adherence to the Catholic religion, and he attributed such result to the development of the counterculture in the decade prior.
 He provided a table with percentages of answers to his questionnaire. The questions addressed the participants’ belief in God, their perception of Jesus and included a series of general questions on morality and rites.
 The author’s commentary on the results appears concise and less articulated than what is found in the other article being compared.
Religion and incompatible beliefs
The findings of these two studies have highlighted important societal dynamics such as the coexistence of a rigorous religious upbringing and the interest in spiritual matters which are generally deemed incompatible within that particular religious context. Walter and Waterhouse claimed that belief in reincarnation could just represent a form of dealing with spirituality in a private manner, rather than constituting the premises of an alternative religion.
 Nevertheless, the authors did not specify how reincarnation was intended in their study, using vague expressions such as ‘reincarnation (or rebirth) is a belief that is taught in several Eastern religions and is part of many tribal belief systems’.
 It could be complicated, if not impossible, to generalize ‘Eastern culture’, given the myriad of philosophical currents which see reincarnation as having different purposes and connotations. From this point of view, their article seems unclear and tends to generalize on the themes analysed. As Anil Nagaraj, Raveesh Nanjegowda and S. M. Purushothama explained, in Hinduism, Jainism and Buddhism reincarnation is closely linked with action or karma, however specifying that each religion and teacher has different views about the existence and workings of rebirths.
 On the other hand, Brink concluded that adherence to incompatible beliefs or practices represents confusion and uncertainty.
 He attributed the coexistence of belief in astrology, reincarnation and Catholic faith to both the counterculture and the education system.
 He added that American religious schools ‘encouraged student doubt about religious dogma’, therefore exposing young people to other beliefs. In the past, other scholars had attempted to understand beliefs within the astrological world. Shoshanah Feher conducted a study at the 1989 United Astrology Conference in New Orleans and, amongst other findings, reported that the participants of Christian faith were a minority.
 However, Feher reported that the respondents of that study were ‘quite mainstream’, somehow challenging Robert Wuthnow’s older notion that people with an interest in astrology were socially marginal.
 Wuthnow’s study was conducted in the San Francisco Bay area in the 1970s, amongst a wide pool of respondents who believed in astrology. He correlated this belief with the counterculture, and also claimed that the most committed individuals could be considered as part of ‘traditionally marginal social groups’.
 To do this, he considered certain parameters including employment, marriage and fitness. According to him, dissatisfaction could bring people closer to astrology and even turn it into a surrogate for religious belief.
 In a more recent research, Campion, citing Glenn Sparks, explained that no solid connection between belief in astrology and religious affiliation has been found.
 The two articles compared have attempted to identify objective connections between people’s individual beliefs and their religious attitudes. They gathered some interesting observations which surely shed some light on specific groups of people and on the historical period they lived in, however the challenges of studying such a diverse and complex humanistic field are great.
Conclusion

This essay has highlighted the differences and connections between Brink’s and Walter-Waterhouse’s articles, focusing on the methodologies and theoretical choices which supported their respective studies. One of the main differences is that brink conducted his study via the use of questionnaires, whereas Waterhouse conducted individual and group interviews. Also, the number of participants differed greatly: 227 high school students participated to Brink’s study, whereas Waterhouse conducted around thirty taped interviews. Another major difference was related to the theoretical choices which the authors made. Brink’s hypothesis is straightforward, but it does not appear to be widely articulated in his short article. Nevertheless, Brink’s hypothesis fits within the general Catholic doctrine, in that it implies that it would have been expectable for Catholic adherents not to follow astrology or believe in reincarnation. On the other hand, Walter and Waterhouse began their study from a set of survey data which had been collected at different stages of the twentieth century. The study generically addressed reincarnation as a belief which is linked to eastern religions and many tribal systems, but it did not endeavour to explain the details of such belief, other than it relates to rebirth. To make a comparison, it is noticeable that Brink’s article is particularly succinct, unlike the other, which attempts to go in-depth into the dynamics of the research conducted and makes a good effort to cite publicly available research data from the past. Brink did not filter his audience, because he addressed a closed group made of 227 female high school students. On the other hand, Walter and Waterhouse did not interview ‘obvious New Agers’, as they defined them. Their objective was to address the connections between belief in reincarnation and Christian faith. Therefore, they saw adherents of Eastern religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism as unhelpful for their research, because those participants would have had an a priori belief in reincarnation which might have created confusion. Brink’s research appears to have been more detached and purely analytical instead, perhaps because of the method of investigation chosen. Citing previous research, such as Wuthnow’s, Brink attempted to identify reasons for the coexistence of belief in astrology, reincarnation and Christian adherence. Briefly, he explained that both the counterculture of the 1960-70s and a tendency of American religious education to allow for the existence of doubt on Christian dogmas may have encouraged students to embrace alternative beliefs. His conclusions were that the young age of the participants may have greatly contributed to what he saw as confusion and uncertainty in them. Both articles have fluidity, even though it appears that a certain amount of bias affected both studies and partially determined their outcomes. Also, a certain level of self-assessment would have been required for this kind of studies, which could have allowed the authors to bring out their own potential biases and verify how those could influence data collection and compilation.
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