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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources 
INTRODUCTION
This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers, Brink, T. L. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Autumn, 1978), pp. 82-85,[footnoteRef:1] and of Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, Vol. 60, No. 2 (Summer, 1999), pp. 187-197.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Brink, T. L. ‘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:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, Vol. 60, No. 2 (Summer, 1999), pp. 187-197.] 


Both papers identify that members of their subject groups hold seemingly contradictory cosmological beliefs. Brink looks at a sample of girls in a Roman Catholic school in Chicago and considers their attitudes towards astrology and reincarnation. Walter & Waterhouse examine the belief in reincarnation from a cross section of people in southwest England who indicate a Christian or secular belief system. I felt that a comparison of the approach of the authors to similar subject matter would make an interesting exercise.

TL Brink is a social scientist whose main topics of interest include “clinical assessment and treatment of mental disorders in later life, qualitative research methods, consumer behavior, and religious phenomena.”[footnoteRef:3] He graduated from the University of Chicago in 1976, meaning this paper was published early in his career in the Review of Religious Research. This journal is compiled in association with the Religious Research Association who state that their goal is “to increase understanding of the function of religion in persons and society through application of social scientific and other scholarly methods.”[footnoteRef:4] Reading through a sample of their paper titles makes it clear that they are written from a Christian perspective for “clergy, pastoral leaders, lay leaders, other religious leaders.”[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Academia website <https://craftonhills.academia.edu/TLBrink> [accessed 27 February 2024]]  [4:  Religious Research Application website < https://www.rraweb.org/> [accessed 27 February 2024]]  [5:  Sage Publishing website <https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/review-of-religious-research/journal203801#aims-and-scope> [accessed 27 February 2024]] 


Tony Walter “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.”[footnoteRef:6] He re-entered academia in 1994, and since 2006, has been Professor of Death Studies at the University of Bath. Since the early 1990s his focus has been on developing a sociological understanding of death in modern society, and his “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:7] He approaches this paper from the sociological point of view. [6:  University of Bath website < https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter> [accessed 4 March 2024]]  [7:  University of Bath website < https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter> [accessed 4 March 2024]] 


Helen Waterhouse completed her PhD in 1997 on ‘Authority and adaptation: a case study in British Buddhism’[footnoteRef:8] at the University of West of England, Bristol. Since then, she has written several papers around the subject of Buddhism and reincarnation in a western (UK) context. She approaches this paper from the religious point of view. [8:  Waterhouse, Helen Jean, Authority and adaptation: a case study in British Buddhism (UWE Bristol, 1997)] 


The Walter & Waterhouse paper was published in 1999 in the Sociology of Religion, which was early the career of Waterhouse as was the case with Brink. This journal is compiled by the Association for the Sociology of Religion. It publishes work “related to the sociological study of religion from all parts of the world without regard to substantive focus, theoretical orientation, or methodological approach.”[footnoteRef:9] According to its constitution[footnoteRef:10] it is written for sociologists rather than religious leaders as in the Brink paper. [9:  Oxford Academic Website < https://academic.oup.com/socrel/pages/About> [accessed 4 March 2024]]  [10:  Association for the Sociology of Religion website https://sociologyofreligion.org/about/constitution-and-by-laws/ [accessed 4 March 2024]] 

METHODOLOGY
Brinks methodology is to distribute a questionnaire to 227 16-18 year old schoolgirls during a religious class (a required course) in a Roman Catholic girls school from an area of Chicago described as working class. The questionnaire is not included in the paper but appears to be a series of statements to which the subject can indicate belief or non-belief.
The questionnaire being distributed during a required class raises the question of whether the subjects were asked to give informed consent for their participation. Cohen, Manion and Morrison state that the principle of informed consent “arises from the participant’s right to freedom and self-determination”,[footnoteRef:11] and forms part of the guidelines issued by the US Department of Health, Education and Welfare (1971).[footnoteRef:12] A failure to require subjects to give informed consent could call into question the ethics of the paper. [11:  Louis Cohen, Lawrence Manion and Keith Morrison, Research Methods in Education, 8th Edition. (London: Routledge, 2018), pp. 161-163.]  [12:  US Dept of Health, Education and Welfare, Public Health Service and National Institutes of Health (1971) The Institutional Guide to D.H.E.W. Policy on Protecting Human Subjects. (DHEW Publication (NIH)), 2 December, pp. 72–102.] 

The setting for the distribution and completion of the questionnaire also raises the issue of what pressure the subjects may have felt to give answers that aligned with the doctrines of the institution, which in turn could potentially skew the results. As Cohen, Manion and Morrison identify “the setting in which the questionnaire is completed can also exert an influence on the results.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Cohen, Manion and Morrison, Research Methods in Education, p. 591.] 

Brinks hypothesis is that “a study of beliefs of adolescent girls will show an acceptance of only one of these belief sets (Roman Catholic, astrology, reincarnation).”[footnoteRef:14] His approach to the proof of this hypothesis is quantitative only which seems reasonable given that “questionnaires can provide evidence of patterns amongst large populations.”[footnoteRef:15] However, had he considered when preparing the study that the hypothesis may be disproved, he may have been inclined to adopt a mixed methodological approach by including qualitative interview data to “gather more in-depth insights on participant attitudes, thoughts and actions.”[footnoteRef:16] This may have enabled him to gain a better understanding of why this might be the case. [14:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief, p. 82.]  [15:  Kendall A. King and Nancy H. Hornberger. Research Methods in language and education, 2nd Edition. (Springer, 2008)]  [16:  King and Hornberger. Research Methods in language and education] 

The methodology employed in the Walter & Waterhouse paper was to conduct 30 interviews with adults in their own homes who had expressed interest in being interviewed on the subject. In addition, three group interviews were conducted with 21 school children aged 11, 14-15 and 17-18. Most of the interviews took place in and around towns in the southwest of England. The purpose of the interviews was to “elicit the meaning of reincarnation to those who believe in it.”[footnoteRef:17] The interviews recorded gender, religious affiliation, age and occupation, before being left open to allow the interviewees to speak on their own terms. [17:  Walter & Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 188.] 

This qualitative approach adopted by Walter & Waterhouse is interpretative in that it is seeking to understand the meaning of reincarnation to those who believe in it. However, in the literature review included in the paper the author made the point that recent surveys seemed to show a variability in the levels of belief in reincarnation in the UK, with results of 20-25% in 1990, dropping in one study to 12% in 1995. Some quantitative data included in the Walter & Waterhouse paper may have brought some consistency to these figures, a better understanding of the levels of belief in reincarnation in the UK, and therefore a better context for understanding the results of the paper.
As in the Brink paper we must ask the question on whether informed consent was obtained for the group interviews with the school children. In addition, while Bell states that these type of groups “are undoubtedly valuable when in-depth information is needed… there can sometimes be problems.”[footnoteRef:18] The problem to be aware of this instance is how worry about later ridicule from their peers may have influenced the school children’s willingness to share what could be very personal beliefs. The data from the school children is not obviously referenced in the findings and conclusion of the paper, so it is unclear as to how these interviews benefitted the research. [18:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project, 7th Edition (Open University Press, 2018) p. 215.] 

REFLEXIVITY
The quantitative approach employed by Brink is positivistic which suggests that he sees himself as an objective external observer. Linda Tuhiwai Smith in her book Decolonizing Methodologies argues that research located in a positive tradition “brings to bear on any study of indigenous peoples, a cultural orientation, a set of values…”[footnoteRef:19] This study is set in a Roman Catholic school for a publication aimed primarily at Christians. We must therefore be mindful of what values Brink brings to bear given this very Christian position. [19:  Tuhiwai Smith, L. Decolonising Methodologies, 2nd Edition. (London: Zed Books. 2012) p. 44.] 


As the Walter & Waterhouse paper is published in a journal of sociology, we might assume that it is more objective than the Brink paper, but we do still need to consider what preconceptions may have been brought to the research. The authors deliberately avoid interviewing Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists and ‘New-Agers’, that is those that they assume only believe in reincarnation “because their religion tells them to.”[footnoteRef:20] This assumption seems to suggest that these people groups are unable to make up their own minds, and only believe what they are told to believe.  [20:  Walter & Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 189.] 

The Walter & Waterhouse paper concludes that the rising belief in reincarnation among those who indicate a Christian or secular belief system fits into the privatised religion that characterises western societies. This raises the question of what beliefs could be rising amongst Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists and ‘New Agers’ in the west, that might also constitute a privatised religion, could New Agers believe that Jesus is the Son of God for example? The assumption that these groups only believe what they are told closes this avenue of enquiry, the exploration of which might add valuable insights to the wider conversation.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Brinks literature review prior to undertaking the fieldwork is limited, focusing only on sources that back up the presumption that individuals “strive to attain and maintain a consistent set of attitudes.”[footnoteRef:21] Perhaps some research into the development of beliefs in teenage girls would have help better position the study within the larger academic framework. [21:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief, p. 82.] 

In his hypothesis Brink makes several assumptions without providing references to support the claims. For example, he defines astrology as “fate being determined by the stars.”[footnoteRef:22] Nicholas Campion in his book A History of Western Astrology points out that Origen (an early church father) saw “an astrology in which stars are signs rather than causes.”[footnoteRef:23] This demonstrates that there is a whole range of belief within astrology, and that Brink’s definition does not describe it all. Furthermore, this quote from Campion shows that while Roman Catholicism has rejected astrology there may be aspects of it that are not incompatible with wider Christian theology. [22:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief, p. 82.]  [23:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Vol. 1. (Bloomsbury, 2008) p. 272.] 

The literature review in Walter & Waterhouse is broader than that of Brink. Firstly, demonstrating that belief in reincarnation has in general been on the rise in Great Britain since 1947 while the numbers of people that ascribe to religions of which reincarnation is a part has remained low. This is framed against references to the works of P. Berger[footnoteRef:24] and G. Davie[footnoteRef:25] who both seem to point towards contemporary religion being a private and personal choice. The question for the authors then becomes about if and how belief in reincarnation can form part of this privatised religion. [24:  Peter L. Berger, The Social Reality of Religion (Faber, 1969)]  [25:  Davie, G. Believing without belonging: Is this the future of religion in Britain? Social Compass. Vol. 37 (1990) pp. 455-69.] 



FINDINGS
As Brink presents his findings, he almost seems surprised to find that the hypothesis is not confirmed, he states that “this survey raises more questions than it answers.”[footnoteRef:26] Brink references other studies with similar findings, but it is unclear if these had been considered prior to the fieldwork being undertaken. Had they been considered at an earlier stage Brink may have been able to pre-empt the results and put in place a methodology that would have allowed more substantive conclusions to be drawn. [26:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief, p. 84.] 

The limited methodology, possibly due to a lack of adequate research prior to fieldwork being undertaken mean that Brinks explanations are posed as questions rather than answers. The two explanations he puts forward begin with the word “perhaps…”[footnoteRef:27] in the first case, and “another possible interpretation is…”[footnoteRef:28] in the second. [27:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief, p. 84.]  [28:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief, p. 84.] 

The second explanation goes on to say that “religious education itself is not striving for adherence to a prescribed set of dogmas and practises.”[footnoteRef:29] Given the positioning of the paper, the implication here seems to be that a closer adherence to Roman Catholic dogma in education would help to eradicate the inconsistency in belief of the students. This is a big assumption without any evidence to support the effectiveness of this method.  [29:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief, p. 84.] 

In their findings Walter & Waterhouse first analyse the religious associations of the interviewees, and apparently try to link these associations with reasons for belief in reincarnation. To do so they make several assumptions such as a visit to India, vegetarianism, yoga, Indian skirts or new age music as indicators of associations that might lead to such belief. In each case they do not seem to find a correlation. 
The authors move on to describe the nature, sources and content of the belief in reincarnation of the interviewees. There is a narrative approach here where the authors seek to examine “the nature of these stories to understand how people portray their lives and experiences.”[footnoteRef:30] This phenomenological description of a range of responses speaks of the relative openness and objectivity with which the authors approach the study when compared to the Brink paper. [30:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey. Qualitative research methods (Sage, 2020) p. 209.] 

CONCLUSION
In summary the Brink paper is limited in its approach and methodology, there seems to be ethical issues, many assumptions and potential bias. Brink sets out to prove the hypothesis that people cannot hold inconsistent beliefs and readily admits that this has not been proven, but a lack of qualitative data means the paper does not add anything to the conversation as to why this is the case. 
The qualitative approach of Walter & Waterhouse gives more in-depth results, but a mixed methodological approach may have helped to give more context and a better understanding of how widespread belief in reincarnation is among people who “ought”[footnoteRef:31] not to hold. There does also seem to be several assumptions made though it’s difficult to state how much these may have affected the findings. [31:  Walter & Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 187.] 

Both papers study the phenomenon of people seemingly able to hold onto incompatible beliefs, though Brink seems to see this as a problem to be solved, while Walter & Waterhouse seek to describe and understand it. This may be due to the differing positions of the researchers in relation to the subject matter.
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