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Tareck Ghoneim			HPCA7002				ESSAY 1 

A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources 


Introduction

This essay 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 T. Walter & H. Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), 187-197. Brink is a social scientist and author who resides in America. Helen Waterhouse, based in the UK, is a researcher and has a PhD in religious studies and Tony Walter, a Professor at the University of Bath, also resides in the UK. This essay will compare and contrast both papers namely; 1) Methodology of practises, 2) Position of researchers regards the insider and outsider continuum in relation to their target groups, 3) A Critical Review of both papers. Due to limited word count, for the purposes of this essay, I will abbreviate Walter & Waterhouse as W&W

Methodology 

The methodology adopted by Brink differs from W&W, as Brink uses quantitative methods for his research, using a questionnaire and acquiring statistical data for the basis of his investigations.[footnoteRef:1] By contrast, W&W uses a qualitative approach, adopting in-depth interviews to interpret data, gaining understanding and explanations of the beliefs of their participants.[footnoteRef:2] W&W also includes documentary evidence from England, Europe and America, dating from 1947 to 1997, to structure their research, while Brink only uses data from his questionnaire for his hypothesis.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  Alan Bryman, ‘Quantity and Quality in Social Research’, London, Routledge (2001), Introduction. p.1; Monique Hennick, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, ‘Qualitative Research Methods’, Los Angeles; London, Sage (2011), pp.16 -17. ]  [2:  As above, same references. ]  [3:  T. Walter & H. Waterhouse ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999). p.188; T.L.Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978). p.83. ] 


The subject group used by Brink are exclusively female and the age range is limited to junior and high school ages, however W&W participants are a mix of male and female.[footnoteRef:4] Brink’s respondents came from one geographical location, similar social class, either from Polish or Italian extraction and all were in attendance at one Catholic school.[footnoteRef:5] On the other hand, participants interviewed by W&W range from school children of different ages, to adults of differing ages, also with differing employment and social status.[footnoteRef:6] W&W’s participants were considered comprising varying religious beliefs, excluding some specific religious groups; those people that might already believe in reincarnation.[footnoteRef:7]  The geographical areas used by W&W extend larger than Brink’s group, although, the participants were exclusively English and limited to the South West of England.[footnoteRef:8]  [4:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ pp.82-83; Walter & Waterhouse ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. pp.188-189. ]  [5:  Brink, pp.82-83; Walter & Waterhouse, pp. 188-189. ]  [6:  Brink, pp.82-83; Walter & Waterhouse, pp. 188-189.]  [7:  Walter & Waterhouse, p.189.]  [8:  Ibid. p.189.] 


Position of Researchers 

Brink’s is an outsider in relation to his target group. This is because his target group are school children and would be safeguarded as a vulnerable group, therefore Brink would be distant from his subjects and would rely on a gatekeeper, for example a form tutor, to carry out the questionnaire on his behalf.[footnoteRef:9] Despite ethical considerations having changed since Brink wrote his paper in 1978, it is likely that Brink’s connection with his target group was fleeting, or non-existent.[footnoteRef:10] For Brink, his conclusions are based on empirical data and adopts a scientific approach, and therefore adopts positivism as the basis for his research.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Bryman, ‘Quantity and Quality in Social Research’ p.94; Hennick, Hutter, and Bailey, ‘Qualitative Research Method’ p.16; Judith Bell ‘Doing Your Research Project’ Fifth Edition, Open University Press (2010). pp.47, 50, ]  [10:  Bryman, ‘Quantity and Quality in Social Research.’ p.95; Judith Bell ‘Doing Your Research Project’ p.47.]  [11:  Hennick, Hutter, and Bailey. pp.14-16.] 


By contrast, the position of W&W target group indicates an insider perspective, as the conduct of their research, using in-depth interviews, carried out by both W&W, enables closer contact to their participants than Brink’s research.[footnoteRef:12] The depth of W&W’s research, highlighting nuances and specific comments from participants, suggests an emic perspective, detailing personal opinions and subjective experiences.[footnoteRef:13] The insider perspective creates a depth, findings that are contextually rich and open, rather than Brink’s outsider perspective, whose findings are limited from human inference and fixed.[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Bryman. p.94-96; Hennick, Hutter, and Bailey. p.18]  [13:  Hennick, Hutter, and Bailey. p.18
]  [14:  Bryman. pp.94, 99, 103; Hennick, Hutter, and Bailey. p.16.] 


Literature Review 

Both papers, in their assessment, methodology and conclusions are inherently different. The main difference between both papers is that Brink uses astrology as a key indicator in his analysis to form his conclusions, however this is not the case with W&W’s paper.[footnoteRef:15] Part of the target group used by W&W, specifically New Agers, could imply an interest in astrology, however astrology is not mentioned.[footnoteRef:16] Data produced regards reincarnation, provides the similarity in both papers, however, the target groups are too different to provide a significant comparison. Despite a mention of Catholic ideas of purgatory in W&W’s findings, it is a minimal contribution to their conclusions, unlike Brink’s target audience that are assumed to be Catholic.[footnoteRef:17]  [15:  Brink, pp.83-84]  [16:  Walter & Waterhouse, pp. 189-191]  [17:  Walter & Waterhouse, p. 194] 


This assumption reveals flaws in Brink’s research. There is nothing to suggest that his subjects were all Catholic and the questions themselves reveal ambiguity, as there is no explanation to what astrology means and neither too reincarnation.[footnoteRef:18] The last two questions seem out of context with the questionnaire, as the majority of questions are consistent to religious dogma, and may have made an impression on the respondents, and therefore, possible answers leanings towards Catholicism, than perhaps honest answers. The setting of the school, as well as the gatekeeper, may also influence their answers. Brink’s hypothesis and conclusions are solely based on these results, however if the data sample itself is inaccurate, or flawed, to quote Hildred Geertz, ‘The Thing itself’ may be incorrect and therefore also his conclusions.[footnoteRef:19]   [18:  Judith Bell ‘Doing Your Research Project’ pp. 142- 145 ]  [19:  Hildred Geertz ‘An Anthropology of Religion and Magic’, The Journal of Interdisciplinary History, Vol. 6, Vol.6, No.1 (1975), pp.88-89. ] 


W&W’s paper has clearer and more significant research-based evidence due to their methodology and reflexivity than Brink’s, for example, due to the complexity of the term belief, adaption included the term to ‘seriously entertain the idea’ of reincarnation as part of the analysis.[footnoteRef:20]  The inclusion of participant observation, adaptability, theoretical and methodological openness suggests no bias in their research, as well as good rapport, while Brink’s deductive reasoning, using psychological terms and prior knowledge to reinforce his conclusions, suggest unsubstantiated inference.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  Walter & Waterhouse, pp. 192-193; Hennick, Hutter, and Bailey. pp.18-19.]  [21:  Walter & Waterhouse, pp. 193 -196; Brink, pp.84-85; Hennick, Hutter, and Bailey. pp.19-20; Judith Bell. p. 161
] 


W&W’s paper was written twenty years after Brink’s paper, the conclusions elucidated by Brink appear less credible than W&W’s, however the development of social sciences, technology and ethical considerations occurred after Brink wrote his paper and needs to be considered. 

Conclusion

Brink uses a quantitate approach to research as compared to W&W who adopt a qualitative approach. The findings are significant to both research approaches. Brink represents an outsider perspective as compared to W&W who represent an insider perspective. The main difference in papers is that astrology is excluded as a major indicator in the research of belief in reincarnation for W&W, as compared to Brink. The quality of research exposed by W&W seems far more credible with less assumptions than Brink’s paper, however the time of inception of both papers has to considered in order to make a fair comparison. 
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