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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
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Introduction

This essay compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers. The two papers chosen are T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation ‘, Review of Religious Research, 20.1 (1978), 82-85, and Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60.2 (1999), 187-197. While the papers’ respective titles suggest common themes (beliefs, reincarnation), they pursue different objectives. The former is a study of beliefs (Catholic faith, astrology and resurrection) to validate the potential incompatibility between those beliefs, in line with the consistency theory. The latter explores the belief in reincarnation itself and seeks to understand the mechanisms behind that belief – it acknowledges that multiple beliefs can coexist but wants to understand better the drivers and consequences of believing in reincarnation.
 First, this essay will present the background of these papers (their authors and the context in which they were written) and it will assess the relevance of the the literature used by the researchers. Then it will analyse each paper’s structure, internal logic and chosen methodology. Finally, this essay will discuss the ethical aspects of each project and conclude by highlighting the differences and commonalities between them.
About the author(s)
T. L Brink is an American psychologist and a professor of psychology at Crafton Hills College in the USA
. He published his paper in 1978, shortly after receiving his PhD from University of Chicago which suggests he was still relatively young in his practice of psychology
. His paper is among one of his very first published in his career; however, many of his early publications were actually focused on another topic (geriatric psychology).
 His paper was published in the Review of Religious Research journal which quarterly publishes empirical studies and applied research on religion and implication for practitioners activities (such as religious leaders, volunteers, etc…). During his whole career, Brink only published three times in this journal, on a very irregular basis (1978. 1992, 2010) and while his biography mentions an interest in religious phenomena, the analysis of his publications shows that this interest has not been further developed
. Overall, nothing indicates he has a particular scholar knowledge in astrology or in religion history or has developed a particular expertise in youth psychology, at least at the time this paper was published.
The second paper has been co-authored by Tony Walter, a British sociologist and Helen Waterhouse. Although Walter got his PhD at about the same time as Brink (1975, University of Aberdeen, in sociology
), he wrote his paper much later in 1999, when Walter was an experienced sociologist and a lecturer at University of Reading. Currently a professor emeritus at the University of Bath, his research has focused on the sociology of death, leading him to collaborate with a cross-disciplinary range of experts including historian, religion experts, doctors, etc... He lists ‘afterlife beliefs’ as one of his research interests, which legitimizes any discussion he might have on the topic of reincarnation
. There is limited information about Helen Waterhouse (and her scholar production), but she might have been a research assistant at the University of Reading at the time of the writing. Their paper was published in the Sociology of Religion journal, which has, as its names indicates, a stronger focus on sociology than the Review of Religious Research journal. Both journals have in common that they favour empirically grounded articles (such as survey-based or interview-based research). 
Literature review 
Brink’s literature review is pretty limited. Brink’s introduction frames the study as part of an attempt to validate the consistency theory which build on the idea that cognitive inconsistency creates psychological tension and dissonances, motivating people to make changes and adjustments.  He lists six well-known sociologists who have worked on this topic; however, he does not explicit or discuss the variations of their respective theories.  
In addition, there is no review of any potential previous studies on the topic of compatibility between religion and astrology, or astrology and reincarnation. There is also no reference provided to introduce the Catholic doctrine, the concept of resurrection and astrology. It also assumes that astrology is fatalist without any reference (‘astrology’s fatalism is based upon blind impersonal forces’
), even if astrologers (such as Leo and Rudhyar) were already embracing a different view, placing psychology and in general the freedom of individuals at the heart of astrology
. Finally, there is also no literature review on the methodology and approaches. 
He primarily cites scholars in its discussion section; however, these references appear somewhat scattered. They include Piker (Thai religion), Erikson (adolescents as confused or still developing), Bellah (fragmentation of American culture), Wuthnow (development of counter culture, relationship between marginality and astrology), Freud (belief in heaven to deny death), Katz, Sarnoff and Rokeach (beliefs to protect the ego from situations it cannot cope with), and himself (religious education is more about growth, not adherence to a set of dogmas). 

In contrast, the literature review from Walter is more holistic. Walter summarizes all previous data surveys addressing or including the topic of the belief in reincarnation, conducted at various points between 1947 and 1997, and concludes there is a consistency in the data: a quarter of the surveyed population believes in reincarnation, and belief in reincarnation is statistically correlated ‘with conventional Christian beliefs’
. Walter also includes in his review a survey that reaches a contradicting conclusion, noting this represents an exception – this inclusion reflects intellectual integrity and openness. 
After discussing the historical survey data, Walter further reviews specific theoretical issues in several articles and outlines how his paper is different from others. He argues that belief is ‘a personal choice’ (as explained by Berger in Social reality of religion) and that there is a disconnect between belonging to a religious organisation and believing (as explained by Davie in Believing without belonging) 
. Based on this review, he concludes his review by stating that reincarnation could be ‘the private belief by excellence’ – to be further analysed and confirmed during the interviews. Ultimately, he clearly explains how those surveys and their data  consistency have led Waterhouse and him to conduct further interviews, to better understand and qualify the meaning of reincarnation to the believers.
Finally, although it is a minor point, both papers lack proper footnote referencing, which makes it difficult to trace specific comments and sources. 
Structure review 

Brink’s paper is rather short (4 pages) and appears well structured, with subheadings helping the reader to follow the logical progression. It starts with an abstract, a short introduction on belief consistency and a short outline on the main hypothesis that will be tested (is the belief in the Catholic doctrine compatible with a belief in astrology and reincarnation?). It is followed by another short section on the procedure and the results. The discussion and conclusion section is the longest one. There is a clear unbalance between sections, as most of them could have been longer and more detailed. For example, the results section is primarily a table containing the questions used in the questionnaire and some statistical parameters (here a khi squared), which comes from a statistic method to test the significance of a given assumption. Brink did not explain why this test was relevant to his research or why the studied population met the requirements for using it. One such requirement is that the sample be randomly selected, which may not even have been the case here. Also, Brink used different confidence interval (reflected by the p-values at the bottom of the table), without justifying this choice. Finally, the interpretation of the results is limited, as Brink does not relate them to specific questions and moves directly to the discussion section. It seems he did not anticipate the study’s outcome, and the proposed explanations - ranging from the fragmentation of American culture to the nature of religious education - appear more as a collection of ideas than a clearly developed argument. Notably, he mentions twice the confusion and development stage among American teenagers, giving the impression that the inconstancy of belief is driven by the adolescents’ age, but he never questions the validity of the consistency theory underpinning his initial assumption
. He also focuses his discussion more on astrology than on resurrection. 
Walter and Waterhouse’s paper is well structured too, with clear subheadings, sections and subsections to guide the discussion. As explained earlier, the literature review section is well developed. The finding section is subdivided into five subsections (religious association, nature, source, content and impact of that belief.) and each subsection has its own findings and a comparison with existing literature. First, Walter starts with an analysis of the religions or spiritualities of the interviewees; seeing no clear pattern, Walter concludes that belief in reincarnation is not specifically associated with any spiritualities (for example, New Age) but is rather standalone. Then he tries to qualify the nature and the sources of the beliefs. Quoting interviews extracts, he concludes that people talk about their belief in various ways, without necessarily having a determined stance, and prefers to expand the definition of believers to people who ‘seriously entertaining the idea’
. The sources are multiple and range from pure intellectual concept to direct experience (the most impactful). Finally, Walter looks at the content and the impact of that belief and concludes that reincarnation is linked at a modern view of ego, i.e. a’ strong sense of the individual self’, while having little impact on their daily morality
.  In his conclusion, Walter provides a clear summary of these findings and argues that belief in reincarnation is not a fundamental religious shift but is rather part of a folk religion with little influence on the individuals’ real-life behaviour, confirming his earlier claim that reincarnation is the ‘private belief by excellence
.
However, Walter does not provide much quantitative background when he analyzes his data and stay rather vague - he would use the wording ‘many/several said’, which could be misleading and could lead to over generalization.
Methodology review
Brink’s results come from a methodology that had several weaknesses. Brink only used a questionnaire to test his initial assumption. The questionnaire allowed for quantitative analysis of responses and the size of the sample (227 high school students) help to build relevance for a statistical analysis. However, the procedure paragraph does not explain why this target population (female adolescent at high school) were a suitable population for his study (apart from maybe facilitating access to a large respondent pool) and does not highlight potential biases and/or interpretation risks that such a population could create. 
When looking in detail at the questions, it appears that some of them have limited relevance to the topic or are vague: “It is good for a family to be religious” or ‘unselfish people are happier’ – what does ‘good’ or ‘happy’ mean here? Interestingly, only half of the participants agree with the statement ‘The roman catholic religion is the one for me’, which calls into question the assumption that the selected sample consists of strong Catholic believers and again, that the selected sample is relevant.
Finally, there is no indication that Brink went beyond the questionnaire to collect other data or to follow up on the new interrogations that the outcome created. Scholars such as Hennink suggest that ‘in-depth interviews may be conducted to identify people’s own beliefs and perceptions…and to capture individual voices’
 . Semi-structured Interviews could have added depth to Brink’s analysis, especially since he was not expecting this outcome.

As explained earlier, Walter and Waterhouse’s starting points was historical survey data that helped identify trends patterns. However, a closer examination of the 1981 and 1990 European Values Study surveys (both mentioned by Walter) shows that the data are more limited than the text suggests or misleads: in each survey, only one question (out of 300) addresses reincarnation
. This could be considered as a fragile starting point. Walter and Waterhouse then used a mix of adults’ and teenagers’ interviews, with the adults being interviewed one by one and the teenager interviewed in groups. They used various recruitment methods, ranging from call for volunteers to personal contacts. Profiles of adult interviewees were representatives of those who believe in reincarnation according to the previous survey – with representation across genders, faiths (to the exclusion of Hindus and Buddhist to avoid false associations), ages and professional occupations. However, Walter clearly admits his subject population was skewed towards older people and higher social classes
 . We note that Walter barely refers to the teenagers interviews, which raises questions about the relevance of including this group in the study.
While Walter’s subject population is considerably more diverse than in the Brink study, the sampling reflects the need to answer a broader question, hence needing a broader population. 
Ethical considerations 
It is unclear what Brink’s relationship with the Chicagoan high school was. At the time of his paper, he was most likely a PhD student in Chicago, but nothing is said about how he engaged with the school and the participants. Did he explain his project to the subjects and did those subjects even understand the concepts implied in the study (like astrology)? Could the subjects even refuse to answer the questions? The question of consent arises. Since the study took place in an environment characterized by authority, participants may have felt unable to refuse participation. Moreover, the questionnaire was administered during a mandatory class, which further raises concerns about whether students truly had the option to decline responding. Nothing is mentioned about anonymity: did he share the results with the subjects or with the high school administration. Could the administration use the results against its students (e.g. to assess their faith or their alignment with the school educational principle)? 
In contrast, Walter clearly states in his paper that all participants showed an interest in the study. We note that Walter insists on demonstrating good interviews practices such as ‘letting interviewees speak on their own terms or not asking leading questions as interviewers’
. However, similar to Brink’s paper, there is no mention of providing feedback or sharing the results with the participants. Additionally, because Walter recruited individuals from his personal network, this could introduce bias in the analysis of the interviews. 
Conclusion

This essay has compared two research papers that have considered multiple beliefs systems and their coexistence. The Brink’s paper has tried to answer the question “if multiple beliefs systems could coexist” (catholic faith, astrology and reincarnation) and his questionnaire-based survey held results that contradicted the author’s basic premise. In contrary, the Walter and Waterhouse’s paper assumed that such a coexistence already exists (with a focus on reincarnation) but tried to go more into details, through interviews. The papers were written by two rather different scholars:  Brink produced his paper at the beginning of his psychologist career, while Walter was already an established sociologists – this difference is reflected in the nature of their respective chosen methodology and in the discussion of the findings. Both papers are relatively well structured and easy to follow; however, the Brink paper is particularly short and lack details that could have help better understand the data. Conversely, the findings in the Walter paper are well documented, even if it remains difficult to determine the extent to which these results can be generalized. Their respective methodological approach differs significantly: Brink uses quantitative data in a structured form, while Walter focuses on in-depth interviews to complement previously collected data. Finally, Brink’s paper has additional weaknesses when it comes to ethical considerations (consent and anonymity). In conclusion, Brink’s paper appears to be a basic research project, conducted early in a junior psychologist’s career, while Walter and Waterhouse’s paper is the outcome of more mature and established sociological scholarship.
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