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Nicoline Brodehl - HPCA7016 – Essay 1
A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources


This essay compares and contrasts T. L. Brink’s article on ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ published in ‘Review of Religious Research’ in 1978[footnoteRef:1] with Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ published in ‘Sociology of Religion’ in 1999.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Autumn, 1978) pp. 82-85]  [2:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, Summer 1999, pp. 187-197] 


The common underlying theme of these two articles is the issue of reincarnation and the question of whether there is, or could be, a belief in an alternative belief system such as reincarnation alongside the paradigms imposed by a society or a religious community. The question of this essay is whether the authors succeed in obtaining a plausible answer to their hypothesis through their interview methods.

Context
The first article looks at the possible consistency of belief among Roman Catholic adolescent girls, and the author T. L. Brink analyses whether the acceptance of one attitude towards the Catholic doctrine, astrology, or reincarnation leads to the exclusion of the two other attitudes, since, according to him these concepts are incompatible. This study was conducted in June 1976 at a Catholic girls’ high school in Chicago, USA, among 227 students aged 16 to 18 who were given a questionnaire containing 14 statements about attitudes towards Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation, with which they were either to agree or disagree. 

The second study also discusses reincarnation, but focuses on the context of a possible privatisation of belief. In 1997 Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse conducted a study on the belief in reincarnation among individuals in South West England who do not have it as part of their established belief system. Helen Waterhouse conducted interviews with 30 adults who believed in reincarnation to gauge their understanding of the concept. The authors do not commit themselves to a hypothesis at the beginning. It says that the intention of the study was not to collect a representative sample, but to discover the range of meanings given to the idea of reincarnation. 

Authors
T. L. Brink is a social scientist with degrees from various colleges and universities, including the University of Chicago, the city where he conducted the study. His main topics of interest include among others religious phenomena and qualitative research methods. He has been a member of about 20 professional associations including the Society for the Scientific Study of Religion. He is currently Professor of Psychology at Crafton Hills College where he has been teaching since 1996.[footnoteRef:3] According to the citation index his first academic article was published in 1975.[footnoteRef:4] The article discussed here is therefore the result of a study he undertook at the beginning of his academic career and is aimed at people who are interested in religious matters, mainly the academic readership of the Review of Religious Research. This article was written in 1978 and summarises the findings of a 1976 study. [3:  https://works.bepress.com/tlbrink/]  [4:  https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=6R_ygMcAAAAJ&hl=en] 


Tony Walter began his academic career in the year 1975 as a freelance scholar when he wrote books on religion and society, basic income, and the concept of need among others. Since 2006 he has been Professor of Death Studies at the University of Bath. In this context he has focussed on developing a sociological understanding of death in modern society.[footnoteRef:5] According to the citation index his first academic article was published in 1985.[footnoteRef:6] The paper under discussion was written during the Walter’s tenure as a Lecturer and Reader in Sociology at the University of Reading. The author therefore already had substantial experience in the publication of study results when the article was published. [5:  https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter]  [6:  https://scholar.google.co.uk/citations?hl=en&user=ioWsdQcAAAAJ&view_op=list_works&sortby=pubdate] 


Helen Jean Waterhouse wrote her doctoral thesis for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy about ‘Authority and Adaptation: A case Study in British Buddhism’ at the University of the West of England, and in 1997 she was awarded her doctorate. Her research interests are Buddhism in Britain, especially Soka Gakkai in the UK. The interviews for this paper discussed were conducted shortly after she submitted her thesis in February 1997.

There is therefore a time difference of around 20 years between the two respective studies, which is a considerable period of time from an academic point of view and must be taken into account when comparing the two papers.

Structure and writing style
[bookmark: _Hlk162626313]The structure of Brink’s three-and-a-half-page article is clear and simple. It consists of four consecutive paragraphs that summarize the study, address the hypothesis, discuss the procedures, and results and finally draw a conclusion. Brink has an informative tone, as he uses an expository writing style to explain the outcome of his study to his readers. The language is clear, concise, and objective, there is no need to explain technical terms separately. Formally, there are no signs of persuasive writing and Brink does not attempt to influence the reader’s stance on the subject. There are 14 references to other studies, but these are not specified or contextualized, just lined up, giving the impression of arbitrariness.

The structure of the ten-page Walter/Waterhouse paper is similar to that of the Brink paper, beginning with an abstract, followed by a description of the purpose, the survey data, and the interview data. The subsequent five-page ‘Findings’ section is subdivided into five further paragraphs naming the different focuses of interpretation, and a conclusion summarizing the findings. The clear structure, together with the academic writing style, is concise and objective. The term ‘reincarnation’ is briefly explained, all other terms such as ‘privatization of belief’ are assumed to be known. 

In contrast to the Brink paper, the 25 references to other studies in the Walter/Waterhouse paper are embedded in a context, but in terms of clarity of content it is striking that these references do not always build on each other in a clear way, in line with the individual lines of thought.

[bookmark: _Hlk162337967]Methodology 
Using the quantitative research method, Brink designed a questionnaire with eleven statements on Christian content and three further statements asking whether the subjects believed in the Christian doctrine, astrology or reincarnation. The answers to these yes/no questions form the basis for the subsequent interpretation of the data. The completed questionnaires are the only primary source and Brink refers to the same questionnaires in his analysis. Only in the subsequent discussion and the conclusion are the results transferred to other studies. Brink works with numerical data that has been collected through this survey, but there is no extrapolation to future circumstances or prediction of an upcoming trend. As the questions were given to the students in class and the author was not present, the author of the study takes an emic perspective to his study.

In contrast to the Brink paper, the Walter/Waterhouse article seeks to gain a detailed understanding of the underlying reasons for a belief in reincarnation, and the purpose is to understand what the influences or contexts the participants have experienced are. So, they use the qualitative research method as methodology in their study. There were a small number of interviewees, selected purposively and in-depth interviews were conducted. The analysis is interpretative and as an outcome the authors seek to develop an initial understanding and to identify and explain behaviour, beliefs or actions.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Cf. Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey: Qualitative Research Methods, SAGE, 2015, pp. 16/17] 


The respective survey methods are functional in relation to the purpose of the study. However, there are the following shortcomings in their implementation:

Although Brink’s hypothesis may look like a clearly structured statement, the paper is actually about the belief in Catholicism in relation to attitudes towards astrology and reincarnation, and the hypothesis should therefore be whether adolescent girls accept the Roman Catholic doctrine and still believe in astrology or reincarnation. There are 14 statements in total, six of which are general in nature, e. g. “There is a God.”, five of which relate to the Catholic doctrine, such as confession, baptism and last rites, and three statements relate to the respondent's belief system, i. e. Catholicism, astrology or reincarnation. All in all, more than half of all statements do not refer explicitly to the Catholic faith at all, but to belief in God in general, and therefore cannot contribute to substantiating the hypothesis. Furthermore, it is not clear from the text for what purpose exactly these statements were selected. In the light of the statement made on p. 82, i. e. that ‘simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible’, the last three statements in the questionnaire would be sufficient to demonstrate the existence of certain attitudes, and the first eleven questions could therefore have been omitted. It would also have been useful to test the girls' knowledge of astrology and reincarnation with appropriate questions. This would have prevented questions being answered differently due to a lack of knowledge.


The situation is different in the Walter/Waterhouse study. Neither does the reader learn anything specific about the underlying hypothesis and the questions actually asked, nor is there any explanation of how these interviews were conducted in practice, i.e. length (10 minutes or 2 hours) and structure (highly structured or completely unstructured, although the ‘situation of an unstructured interview is mentioned on page 192). In addition, there are no examples of the interviewees' responses given to illustrate the basis for the interpretation of the data, although there is a transcript of these which is referred to but not listed in the references. 

There are two different explanations regarding the purpose of the Walter/Waterhouse study, namely ‘whether the twentieth century privatization of belief makes it easier to hold beliefs not taught by one’s church’ (p. 187) and ‘not to assemble a representative sample, but to discover the range of meanings given to the idea of reincarnation’ (p. 189). Nevertheless, the ‘Findings’ section lists the results in terms of the factors that influence belief in reincarnation and reveals the real purpose of why respondents entertain the idea of reincarnation. As the interview questions are not explicitly mentioned in the Walter/Waterhouse text but are only included in the data analysis, this already implies an interpretation, and it is therefore not possible to make an objective judgement about the meaningfulness of the questions asked and the structure of the interviews. It can be assumed that due to Helen Waterhouse's Buddhist background, she has an etic attitude towards the interviewees which suggests a certain influence, but this assumption cannot be objectively confirmed by the text. The title of the article ‘A very private belief’ is therefore appropriate in relation to the result, but not in relation to the questions supposedly asked in the interview.

Interviewee group
In the Brink study the hypothesis was to be addressed by means of a questionnaire distributed to girls at a Catholic high school. In principle, the interviewee group is clearly defined, although there is no explanation as to why socio-economic and regional origin (Polish or Italian working class families) is relevant. These factors are not discussed further in the remainder of the text and could have been left out. Answering the questionnaires was like having to write a class assignment, which may well have put the children under pressure. It is therefore not possible to clearly determine whether the answers really correspond to the children's attitudes or whether they gave an answer that the children thought was the "right" answer. From an ethical point of view, it can be asked whether the children or their parents gave their consent to this survey and whether they were also given the option of only completing parts of the questionnaire or omitting answers altogether.

In the Walter/ Waterhouse paper, however, the selection of the 30 interviewees is much more comprehensible and ethically justified because the respondents have already given their consent and have made their belief in the idea of reincarnation clear. This approach of in-depth interviews with regard to the purpose of the study is functional, as is the concept of the interviews, in which the significance of reincarnation for the interviewees is elicited. The introduction on page 187 states that interviewees were chosen who believe in reincarnation and might belong to religious organizations that do not teach it. The text says that ‘Hindus, Sikhs, and Buddhists were deliberately excluded (…) as their religion tells them to believe in reincarnation’ (p. 189). On this basis, two interviewees who belong to a spiritualist church and ‘explicitly connected their belief in reincarnation to the dogmas of the church to which they belong’ (p. 192) should have been excluded from the outset. 

Interpretation of data
In Brink’s paper, the results are interpreted in a very short (seven lines) and superficial way, as no specific figures are taken from the questionnaire, but rather general information such as ‘slightly lower’, ‘lower rates’ and ‘some subjects’ (p. 83) is mentioned. Thus, there is no detailed interpretation of the data, but a general conclusion, that the hypothesis was not confirmed, and this is drawn without justification. Individual statements from the questionnaire are not taken as examples and analysed in more detail. 

Similar to the Brink study, the Walter/Waterhouse’s study does not contain many concrete figures or percentages. The data analysis itself is not based on giving percentages or figures in relation to the questions, but rather a vague collection of attempts at interpretation, backed up by terms such as 'some', 'a minority' (p. 191), 'several', 'others', 'many', ‘two or three’ (p. 192), ‘majority’, ‘half of’, and ‘one or two’ (p. 193), and ‘a few’ (p. 194). 

For both texts, therefore, the data analysis could have been more in-depth, and thus a detailed data analysis would have led to a better understanding of the benefits of the study.

Biases and indicators for subjectivity
At first glance, Brink's hypothesis seems unbiased. Nevertheless, some biases become apparent in the course of the text. For example, the author is ‘surprised’ (p. 84) by the results and then tries to justify these unexpected results with five studies, which he does not explain in detail. The attempt to explain this by saying: ‘some religion teachers in parochial schools have encouraged student doubt about religious dogma, and have fostered interest in Eastern religions and humanistic philosophy’ (p. 84) remains completely unfounded and without evidence and is therefore highly questionable, because if this statement were true, it would contradict the paradigm of the Catholic Church. There is no indication that the author has reflected on his own approach.

Much more pronounced biases can be recognised in the Walter/Waterhouse article, in which the authors have allowed their own opinions to shine through throughout the text. This starts with the very first sentence, ‘a substantial minority‘, and later in the text ‘the numbers (…) greatly exceed …’ (page 187), where “substantial’ and ‘greatly’ are measures that can only be judged subjectively. The bias is also evident in the sentence ‘We cannot emphasise strongly enough,… ‘ and “they are in no way …’ (p. 193) revealing a subjective feeling on the part of the authors.

In addition, Walter/ Waterhouse asked their interviewees about any involvement ‘in the green movement, alternative healing, vegetarianism, yoga etc.’ (p. 191), which means that, in their view, reincarnation cannot be viewed in isolation from other paradigms. And in the further course of the text, it says ‘on an intuitive level our respondents simply did not seem to us like New Agers’ and there is a reference to Indian skirts, crystals as an indicator for this (p. 191). The authors refer to ‚intellectuals‘ (p. 192) without explaining why this use of the term is relevant to the findings of this study. 

There are slight indications that the authors Walter/ Waterhouse have reflected on their own approaches and questions, e. g. ‘A survey question (…) would be easier to answer than (…)’ (p. 192). But there are very few indications of their reflexivity.


Conclusion

As can be seen from the above, there are positive and negative points in the two papers. The reader can clearly see that in the 20 years between the first and second study there has been progress in the field of interview methodology, although the data analysis in both papers is inadequately backed up with figures and percentages. And so the question of this essay as to whether the authors succeed in obtaining a plausible answer to their hypothesis must be answered in the negative for the Brink paper, but in the affirmative for the Walter/Waterhouse paper. 

Perhaps because Brink was at the beginning of his academic career and therefore lacked experience that led to the questionable circumstances under which the Brink study was conducted, the author was unable to focus on his hypothesis and to extrapolate the results of his quantitative research to a wider population and to identify statistical trends or patterns. Rather than extrapolate these findings to a larger population, Brink simply points out that ‘further research on this topic should try to ascertain some of the factors’ (p. 84).

The Walter/Waterhouse paper, on the other hand, is coherent in itself, but by not committing to a hypothesis at the outset, the authors were freer in the further design of the study. This allowed them to adapt their research question to their findings and thus present a successful outcome of their study.
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