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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources

1. Introduction

This essay compares and contrasts two papers: Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ in Sociology of Religion 60:2 (1999), 187-197 and T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ in Review of Religious Research 20:1 (1978), 82-85. 

After a brief summary of both papers I will analyse, compare and contrast them from different perspectives and conclude with a summary of the main points.

2. Summary of the Papers

Both papers represent the findings of research conducted to answer socio-religious questions about belief in reincarnation.  T.L. Brink conducted a questionnaire survey at a Roman Catholic high school in 1976 with 227 adolescent girls to test his hypothesis that those girls who believed in Roman Catholic doctrine would not express a belief in astrology or reincarnation at the same time.  His academic rationale for this hypothesis was based on various cognitive theories, among them a theory on belief congruence by Rokeach and Rothman from 1965.  However, the result of his survey did not support these theories and instead found that the religious attitudes of his sample showed little congruence regarding what he considered to be incompatible beliefs.  He explained the results of his study with theories on the functional role of beliefs and concluded his article stating the adoption of incongruent beliefs to be attributed to the ‘uncertainty and confusion’ of adolescence.

Walter and Waterhouse based their qualitative research on a wide range of surveys which indicated a substantial portion of westerners without attachment to Eastern or New Age religions believed in reincarnation.  The focus of their interview study was to learn what reincarnation meant to those people who believed in it, how it affected their conventional religious activities and how it related to other aspects of their lives.  The purpose of their article was to summarize their findings and discuss them within the context of the theory on the privatization of religion for which the authors cited Berger (1969) and Davie (1990, 1994).  The conclusion they came to was that for those people interviewed, belief in reincarnation was indeed very private, supporting the theory of belief privatization.

3. Analysis

3.1   Context and Literary Style

Walter and Waterhouse published the results of their research in the official journal of the Association for the Sociology of Religion, ‘Sociology and Religion’, in the summer of 1999. The first author, Tony Walters, holds a PhD in Sociology, the second author, Helen Waterhouse published her PhD dissertation on Buddhism in Bath at Bath Spa University in 1997 and is now Visiting Honorary Associate in Religious Studies at the Open University. 

T.L. Brink had also just completed his PhD studies in Psychology at the time of his survey in 1976 and later became Professor for Psychology and Religious Studies at Crafton Hill College in San Bernadino, USA. 

Both studies were published in academic journals, almost 20 years apart. This time gap represents a whole generation’s distance between the papers and considered within the context of the history of social science might explain some of their differences in methodology and style which I will discuss in this essay. 

According to Alan Bryman in ‘Quantity and Quality in Social Research’, quantitative research can be linked to positivism and ‘partly to a diffuse and general commitment to the practices of the natural scientist’.[footnoteRef:1] Dylan Riley, in his article “The Paradox of Positivism”, a discussion on the essays in ‘the Politics of Method in the Human Sciences’, refers to Steinmetz’s and Sewell’s articles claiming that positivism had a period of dominance from 1945 to the early 1970s and goes on to describe methodological positivism as ‘a concept of knowledge, a concept of social reality, and a concept of science’[footnoteRef:2], leading to an understanding of scientific activity in which ‘social science is independent of the reality it describes.’[footnoteRef:3]. T.L. Brink’s choice of methodology, his matter-of-factly scientific report style writing and his personal distance to his subjects may be attributed to his own education under the influence of the then dominant scientific paradigm in social research. [1:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research (New York: Routledge, 1988) [hereafter Bryman, Social Research], p.42.]  [2:  Dylan Riley, ‘The Paradox of Positivism’ in Social Science History 31:1 (2007), pp. 115-126. ]  [3:  Dylan Riley, ‘The Paradox of Positivism’ in Social Science History 31:1 (2007), pp. 115-126.] 


In contrast, Waterhouse and Walter appear to be operating within an interpretivist framework and a more anthropological paradigm.  Alan Bryman attributes the rise of qualitative research in the late 1960s to a growing disillusionment with the results of quantitative research as well as a growing awareness of phenomenology.[footnoteRef:4]  This does not mean qualitative research was a “newer” method than quantitative research.  Social scientists already made use of anthropology’s main method of participant observation in the 1940s, as Bryman points out, and they also borrowed the method of unstructured interviews to understand the ‘natives’ on their own terms[footnoteRef:5]. Clearly, this is what Helen Waterhouse had in mind when she conducted her interview study to explore what reincarnation meant to those who believed in it and her approach can be described as ‘the study of the social world which seeks to describe and analyse the culture and behaviour of humans and their groups from the point of view of those being studied’[footnoteRef:6] as defined by Bryman. This may account for the length of the article, the more journalistic and markedly less scientific style of writing.  The language they use is also vaguer and far less specific than T.L. Brink’s academic report style writing. He includes a table with his questions, answers and mathematical formulae, Walter and Waterhouse, on the other hand, do not quantify the responses to their interview questions but instead they use unspecific words such as “some”, “others”, “most”.  On the other hand, their article is easy to read and well-structured with headings and sub-headings.  [4:  Bryman, Social Research, p. 69.]  [5:  Bryman, Social Research, p. 60.]  [6:  Bryman, Social Research, p. 60.] 



3.2   Literature Review

The differences in style and paradigmatic underpinnings are also reflected in the ways the authors deal with their literature reviews and referencing.  Both papers include extensive bibliographies.  T.L. Brink, however, integrates the relevant references more into his writing, being careful to back up his conclusion with other theories that seem to explain the unexpected result of his survey. Walter and Waterhouse on the other hand appear to be less rigorous in their referencing, introducing concepts such as “New Age Religion” and “privatization of belief” in their introduction without initial definition or references. In the later section they integrate references to the surveys that are the basis of their academic rationale, and theory on the privatisation of belief, apart from that, however, they use and discuss references rather sparingly.  They elegantly tie the article to Berger’s theory by referring to it both in their headline and their closing sentence. They also include a footnote to take reference to a more critical position towards Berger’s theory. Other theories they refer to include the Westernisation Theory of Eastern Religion, for which Waterhouse references herself, indicating her personal perspective, Gidden’s theory on modern man’s identification with body and general postmodernist theory. Another noteworthy point with respect to referencing is that they refer to unpublished articles by themselves for a more detailed discussion of the interview results on their own terms.  The use of references in both papers reflect their relative position to scientific rigor, Walter and Waterhouse preferring a more journalistic style at the expense of rigorous referencing. 

3.3 Methodology

When discussing their research methodology, Walter and Waterhouse focus on subject selection and distribution of gender, age, profession and religious background.[footnoteRef:7]  They also discuss the criteria by which they excluded potential subjects, namely people associated with Eastern or New Age religion, without, however, offering a clear definition of what exactly the term New Age means, leaving this open to the reader’s own interpretation or understanding.  They emphasise their avoidance of asking leading questions in their interviews, however, they give no reference to the questions actually asked nor do they disclose information on the concepts and codes by which they may have analysed and structured their data to arrive at their conclusions.[footnoteRef:8] This, too, gives the impression of less scientific focus and a more journalistic style.  [7:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ in   Sociology of Religion 60:2 (1999) [hereafter Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’], p. 189.]  [8:  Hennink, Hutter, Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2020) [hereafter Hennink, Qualitative Research], pp.218-219.] 


Brink also describes his subjects, their general social backgrounds and locations. His subject selection process was based entirely on their availability: ‘Whoever was present in religion class (a required course) that day got a questionnaire”[footnoteRef:9]. This procedure does not represent best practice in quantitative research where much care is normally taken to ensure a subject group’s representativeness by choosing participants randomly from heterogenous backgrounds, ages, gender and occupations[footnoteRef:10].  This particular subject group therefore seems ill suited for testing a general cognitive theory as described in his introduction as his academic rationale.  Unsurprisingly, he does not return to his original theory to explain the unexpected results of his study but refers to Freud on the function of belief and to Erickson’s theory regarding confusion and uncertainty of the developmental stage on which he bases his conclusion and explains the “irrational” behavior of his adolescent female subjects.  [9:  T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ in Review of Religious Research 20:1 (1978), p 83.]  [10:  Bryman, Social Research, p. 35.] 


Walter and Waterhouse’s choice of unstructured interviews to find out what reincarnation means to those who believe in it seems a good fit.  They also informally talked to clergy and hospice nurses[footnoteRef:11] to get an outsider perspective on the phenomenon, however no explanation or specific details on those informal interviews is offered and the reader is left wondering if they belong to the research or not.  They also take reference to three group interviews with children of different ages without, however, giving any further details regarding purpose, content and outcome of these group interviews so that one wonders why they were mentioned at all.  In their book ‘Qualitative Research Methods’, Hennink, Hutter and Bailey refer to such group interviews as ‘focus groups’ and describe the employment of this method to be particularly indicated to identify new issues and generate discussions which can provide new insights into the subject matter.[footnoteRef:12]  Apart from ethical considerations, parents’ consent or involvement, it does not seem as though these group interviews were a good choice of methodology and subject group or indeed of any relevance to answering their research question.  [11:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 190.]  [12:  Hennink, Qualitative Research, pp.138-139.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]With T.L. Brink there is also an ethical question regarding his role and relationship with the students that participated in his study. Was the participation voluntary? Were they in any way dependent upon him because he had a teaching or assisting role in the course of their studies? He offers no details and from today’s perspective one would also consider an all-female group of subjects with a male researcher worthy of discussion, at least.  As Judith Bell points out in chapter four of her book “Doing Your Research Project”, contracts and agreements with research participants need to be well prepared and not only assure anonymity but also explain the purpose and implications of the research as well as inform participants that they may withdraw from or end their participation at any time without any consequences of any kind.[footnoteRef:13]  The conclusion he draws and the way he also considers marginality as an explanation for his findings due to the girls’ background may have appeared judgmental if not offensive to the subjects had they seen the article.  Confidentiality, on the other hand, seems well looked after in both studies, but as for ethics, the authors do not discuss the topic which may suggest that they did not consider it important.  [13:  Judith Bell, Doing Your Research Project (Maidenhead: Open University Press, 2010), p. 46.] 


3.4   Researcher Position

Both articles lack reflection on the authors’ roles within the research in general and in particular regarding their positions on the insider-outsider continuum. They present themselves as outsiders and while T.L. Brink clearly is, with Helen Waterhouse it is not so clear since she conducted the research in her wider home area and had previously researched on Buddhism within the same area for her PhD. There is also a lack of awareness demonstrated with regard to personal bias.  In the Walter and Waterhouse paper the first indication of personal bias appears in the discussion about New Age religion and why “obvious” New Agers were excluded from the study.  They admit how difficult it is to define New Age and its adherents, but they do not disclose by which criteria exactly they defined who was an “obvious” New Ager and to be excluded from the study and who was not. “…on an intuitive level our respondents simply did not seem to us as New Agers.”[footnoteRef:14]  This implies a highly subjective and unprofessional perspective.  Another point of personal bias comes up with their explanation of why they excluded members of eastern religions stating they were not interested in what meaning people gave to reincarnation when this belief was part of their religion’s doctrine, the assumption here seems to be that people would or should only believe what their religion “tells” them to, that their individual beliefs are solely connected with the religion’s doctrines rather than individual reflection which is also mirrored by the authors’ choice of words in their introduction as reincarnation being a “deviant” belief that Christians ought to not hold.  T.L. Brink shares the idea of “deviance”, being surprised by his subject group’s willing adoption of beliefs such as reincarnation and astrology alongside Catholic Church doctrine.  This, too, may reflect the predominant worldview at the time.  [14:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief, p. 191.] 


3 Conclusion

The two papers discussed in this essay represent different methodological
approaches in social research and with more than twenty years’ time between them they reflect two different predominant paradigms in social science – positivism and interpretivism. I have argued that the historical context of these papers accounts for some of their differences discussed.  T.L. Brink’s choice of methodology may be attributed to the dominant positivist paradigm at the time but reveals itself to be a bad fit on the grounds of his subject group not being diverse enough to reliably test a theory on. Walter and Waterhouse chose a suitable research method with their unstructured interviews, however, the group interviews with children show no relevance to their research question and were not commented on. This causes some confusion and disturbs the reading experience of an otherwise well written article. 
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