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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources 

Word Count: 2725
This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers, 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.
Subject Matter and Audience
In ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ (1999), Walter and Waterhouse, likewise, treat the topic of reincarnation, although more directly through stating a definition of the term, use of interviews, and broader participant inclusion.  Only one-third of participants were Christian, while older and higher social status were overrepresented characteristics.  As Walter and Waterhouse explain, “the intention was not to assemble a representative sample, but to discover the range of meanings given to the idea of reincarnation...”
  Further, the researchers excluded members of groups that publicly attest to reincarnation.  For this reason, the true scope of their subject matter was the unstated and passive acceptance of reincarnation in Western culture, with Southwest England as the representative population.  Sociologists are the intended audience and, thus, the aim is not so much the beliefs of participants but how their social contexts impact the understanding and expression of those beliefs and related self-concepts.

In ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ (1978), Brink investigates the beliefs of Catholic girls of Chicago, USA, with a particular focus on overlaps between reincarnation and astrology.  The intended audience were readers of the Review of Religious Research; however, Brink peppers the article with psychological theories throughout to support his pre- and post-survey assumptions.
  For this reason, Brink is likely attending an emic, insider, audience who is well immersed in psychology and methods of psychological research.  This audience may exist along a spectrum of insider-outsider with individuals holding differing views of Catholicism and related practices.  It is fair to presume the audience is at least sympathetic to secularism if not fully supportive.  His desire to appeal to psychologists will be further supported in the following sections that treat his perspective, research reflexivity, and approach to participant observation.

The studies were similar in exploring beliefs of reincarnation in Western culture by group members who are presumed to be more atypical or outsider.  The researchers address a similar topical scope by excluding members of eastern and New Age religions.  The papers are dissimilar in the field expertise they employ, one lens is a psychological treatment of catholic beliefs and the other is a sociological treatment of the range of seriousness in belief of reincarnation within a geographic sample.  The general takeaway with reviewing subject matter and audience is that the researchers’ relationships to these elements will colour potential motives, data framing, and conclusions.
  As this reflexivity occurs in relationship, the positions of the researchers will be explored in the next section.
How Researchers’ Positions Shaped the Research
Most importantly, researchers did not inventory their prevailing biases or the intent to bracket these for the purposes of their studies.
  They did, however, express views and opinions without adequate academic support that influence the structure of their research questions and designs.  These implicit views provide a window into their positions on the insider-outsider spectrum.
  Understanding the personal assumptions of the researcher, and how they are handled, is one way to gauge the veracity of data collection and analysis.

Both Walter and Waterhouse were subject matter experts in topics related to their paper.  Walter was a professor of death studies and, therefore, had an understanding of the coping mechanisms people employ to deal with mortality.  Walter states his approach is to apply “a sociological understanding of death in modern society” that includes collaboration across fields.
  In this case, Waterhouse provided expertise in religious studies.
  Her collaboration with Walter continued in three subsequent papers on reincarnation, the last of which was published in 2003.
  Waterhouse has also written about the insider/outsider problem evident in research on ritual practices.
  They did not address reflexivity directly, but they understood it and designed the study accordingly with open-ended questions, attention to demographics, nuance and fluidity of beliefs.
  But these safeguards address reflexivity in the lived experiences of the phenomenon by the participants in the study, such as to encourage thick description.  How did Walter and Waterhouse address their own reflexivity?  They did not.
Walter and Waterhouse express beliefs that are endemic to their academic milieu and time.  They openly concede one goal is framing the field’s findings on reincarnation “within the debate about the privatization of contemporary religion” and the development of beliefs as “personal choice.”
  They further contextualize this assumption with an emotionally-evident view that the Church of England has lost social status.  And they contrast this with nationalistic churches of Scandinavia which they view as supportive of social belonging.  This position directly led them to choose the study’s geographic location in the English countryside.
  
Walter and Waterhouse also hold a precarious view of New Age religious movements.  This bias is later challenged when they discover several respondents were members of spiritualist churches with connections to Theosophy.
  Instead of bracketing their bias, they rationalize it with a grossly inaccurate statement, “involvement was typically prior to appropriation of these two movements by what has now come to be known as the New Age.”
  Theosophy is one of the earliest appropriations of Eastern religions in the modernist era, as a direct response to industrial-caused ennui and deaths.
  The impact of their unbracketed reflexivity is summed in the statement, “on an intuitive level our respondents simply did not seem like New Agers.” And this emphatic categorization, in spite of New Age intrusion into the study, stands in contrast to their assessment of one believer who “was at the same tiem both our most absolute and our most relativist respondent.”
  A misstep such as this can cause an entire study to be called into question.
Finally, their academic bias is revealed as the true research question, calling into question the emic belief that “secularization has so marginalized religious belief that it now has little influence on moral attitudes and behaviours.”
  The researchers are implicitly equating belief about reincarnation with a fixed moral position that they could not presume the study participants would share.
  Phenomenological inquiry requires suspension of belief, bracketing, and the broadest framing of questions to arrive at thick descriptions that are uninfluenced and unaltered by the researcher.
  This process is undermined when unstated, subconscious, and ulterior motives play out in the researcher’s interactions with participants and the data.

Brink was a professor of psychology with interdisciplinary interests.
  At the time of the study, he was associated with a Catholic college.  He was likely motivated by potential social benefits of a conformist insider.  In other words, his study was intentionally reifying of the prevailing paradigm.  The whole point of a qualitative study is to uncover overlooked themes and nuanced perspectives, something that does not occur if the researcher is not open to new perspectives.  Brink also appeared straddled between quantitative and qualitative research designs.  Although the full structure of the questionnaire is not presented, Table 1 suggests that the questions were all closed-ended with binary answers.
  Then, Brink follows with a short assessment of statistical significance.  Brink was at once asserting a view of Catholicism, of socio-economic status, and of psychology as a field of valid theorization.  Each one of these views undercuts the participants engagement with their own account, to disclose on their own terms.

Brink also appeared supportive of a traditionalist or established power structure.  When the children provide data as he expected, his response is to categorize generational differences, such as counter-culture movement, life development stage, social alienation, and ego protective mechanisms.
  Finally, Brink asserts an explanation that reinforces the prevailing paradigm regarding young persons, “the adolescent’s response to confusion and uncertainty frequently is the adoption of religious attitudes which are structurally inconsistent but functionally similar.”
  This response to failure suggests Brink was heavily invested in particular paradigms and theories and directed creative analysis to protecting those interests, instead of providing a counter explanation.
All the researchers occupied a developmental period in the 20th century where society transitioned from homogenous and stable national and religious identities to a culture of mixed and individualized worldviews.  The studies reached similar conclusions about this social transition, the nuance of personal belief systems, and how they may be applied practically to life situations.
  The researchers, however, responded differently to these conclusions based on how invested they were to their field’s perspective, to the Anglican and Catholic churches respectively, and to the strictures of qualitative design.  The point here is that a researcher may occupy several emic perspectives at once, with internal interaction among these affiliations or perspectives.
  Walter and Waterhouse showed fluidity for some concepts, but not the New Age concept, whereas Brink showed little to no fluidity in treatment of the data.  Notably, Brink’s reliance on a set of field theories reveals how unchecked reflexivity can undermine the choice of research method and design.
Methodology

Brink sought a particular hypothesis, something unnecessary to qualitative study.
  He wanted to know if adherence to one of three beliefs would bear a statistical relationship to one of the other beliefs.  The beliefs were chosen among what he considered mutually exclusive or illogical relationships.
  And the structure of the questionnaire and the analysis were heavily steeped in social science and reflective cognitive theory.  Brink asked about thoughts and elements surrounding a constellation of attitudes that could, perhaps, be summed up more as the 1970s experience of beliefs as a Catholic school girl.  He set the research context within the school environment during a religion class.  Considering his background in psychology, this was a soft treatment approach to prime the students to engage with their Catholic identities as they answered the questions.  When his hypothesis failed, Brink falls back on Erikson’s theory of social development for an explanation.
  Shouldn’t he have designed the study to minimize this effect when psychologists of his era were well versed in Erikson’s theories?  More importantly, how accurate can this depiction be of the girls’ lived experiences if Brink was heavily reliant on both theorization and restrictive question design?  The conclusion is more an expression of Brink’s social perspective than it is of the schoolgirls.

Walter and Waterhouse state reasons for their selection process.  Interviews were selected as a method because of the need for intimate and nuanced descriptions about personal beliefs.
  The geographic region was selected to avoid secularist and intercultural biases of urban centres and, perhaps, to showcase the changing paradigm of Anglican attendance in the UK.
  They excluded members of groups that would skew the descriptions of belief to an institutional or group identity.
  When two participants with an excluded church ideology slipped through the selection process, they noted the data and considered the merits openly.
  The interviews were conducted in a home environment where participants would feel comfortable disclosing intimate details.
  And data from the interviews was phenomenologically reduced to essential elements and thematic categories.
  The researchers then drew these categories into one overarching theme about the modern concept of self as “reflexive and individualistic. But with no great effect on one’s life.”

The researchers’ approach to methodology was similar.  They were asking about thoughts and elements of the phenomenon, rather than descriptions of lived experience.  I think this is main problem.  Walter and Waterhouse’s approach was more qualitative, yet they held to very structured concepts that were non-essential to the phenomenon of reincarnation belief.  The attention they gave to these concepts, such as New Age, eclipsed the treatment of elements the participants had difficulty describing.
  In the end, this led them to qualify these elements with a thin description, “idiosyncratic.”
  The descriptions would have been thicker had the interview questions been confined to describing life experiences.  How can a researcher say that a belief has no connection to life experience if the question about those experiences was never posed?  Brink used a questionnaire in a purely statistical quantitative approach.  Further, his method suggests ethical issues, not only with consent of minors but with what appears to be a covert treatment in situ, in the classroom, to prime Catholic identity.
  The rationale for this approach should have been explicitly structured into the paper’s logical structure.
Logical Structure
Brink began with a string citation of relevant psychological theories, then stated assumptions about the relationship between astrology and fatalism, provided the qualitative data, rejected his hypothesis, and then replaced it with a new psychological theory.  Notably, the new theory is based on the confusion and uncertainty of the age group he chose.  Qualitative method is descriptive, not explanative or predictive.  By fixing himself to this logical structure, Brink painted himself into a box where he did not accomplish any of those three basic research aims.
  This is an example of why design revision is so crucial until data collection.
  Grasping at theories revealed a breadth of field knowledge, but as is true with much of psychology, it failed to connect to actual evidence in everyday life, even if only anecdotally.
Walter and Waterhouse were more authentic to the emic perspective of the participants.  As such, they do not structure the paper with a reflexivity section, per se, but they weave consideration of their biases, state their premises and supports, as these arise in each section of the paper.  In particular, this approach confined their commentary relevant elements and provided a much smoother, coherent, and useful report than Brink’s report.  They guided the reader through the research process as a journey, including detailed segments on recruitment, interview process, thematic findings, and a conclusory generalization.
The logical structure of Walter and Waterhouse is much more indicative of qualitative research.  The structure also illustrates how an organized and orderly reporting will be viewed by the audience as transparent and authentic, if not valid.
  Brink created a presumption that his work was more of a pilot study because he was confused over which theories to focus on, how they described relationships among the beliefs, and how to integrate these two elements, theory and belief set, into a coherent conclusion. 

Conclusion

These two articles covered similar topic scope, belief in reincarnation, but they differed in several fundamental elements.  Brink presumed an understanding of the relationships between beliefs when he set a hypothesis for the research.  His approach was quantitative and cursory, such as an audience would expect from a pilot study or proof-of-concept.
  His research design failed to provide any meaningful insights.  To say that adolescents are confused, uncertain, or illogical is not only paradigmatic it is insulting and off-putting to the very people the researcher expects to provide useful content.
  Walter and Waterhouse used their understanding of social factors to bracket the phenomenon in some respects so that participants could provide thick descriptions.  Even then, they encountered participants with a “difficulty articulating their musings.”
  This encounter seems to reinforce the closely held personal quality of the experiences.  The participants were faced with narrating their belief systems perhaps for the first time and were likely engaging with their own presumptions to decide on a narrative.

Thematic relationships will not always be among the variables the researcher attends.
  Qualitative methods are most appropriate when the area of study is new, the presumptions are challenged, and insights are sought to fill in descriptive gaps.
  Acknowledging those gaps is the first step.
  Qualitative researchers must bracket their personal motives, viewpoints, and relationships to isolate the topic so that participants can provide authentic experiential data.
  Walter and Waterhouse were less than ideal in their bracketing of biases and treatment of concepts, yet their findings were useful in describing spectra of interactions with reincarnation beliefs, including possible situational origins.
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