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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources

Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts two articles, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary Britain’ by Walter and Waterhouse[footnoteRef:1] and ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology and Reincarnation’ by T.L. Brink[footnoteRef:2].  In order to analyse the factors that shaped the research and the interpretation of their findings, it will use the writing style, choice of methodological approaches, use of the literature and the researchers’ position on the insider/outsider continuum. [1:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60.2 (1999), 187-197.]  [2:  T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency Of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology And Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 20.1 (1978), 82-85.] 

Context
The two research projects addressed the problem of understanding people’s religious beliefs twenty years apart and from different research paradigms. When Brink published ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, the accepted approach to social research was scientific, using quantitative methods. The qualitative methodologies, like grounded theory, were having to make a case for their methods against this paradigm.[footnoteRef:3] Walter, Waterhouse and Brink all hold doctorates in their fields of study: Walter is Emeritus Professor of Death Studies at Bath University; Brink is a Professor of Psychology at a community college in California where he has taught for the past thirty years; and Waterhouse is an expert in British Buddhism and is an honorary associate at The Open University. The following exemplify their choice of methodological approach used in these two articles: Brink collaborated in the development of the ‘Geriatric Depression Scale’, a yes/no psychological test[footnoteRef:4]; Walter collaborated in the creation of qualitative dataset of over 100 interviews with bereaved people[footnoteRef:5] and Waterhouse’s research focuses on Soka Gakkai, a world-wide Nichiren Buddhist movement, and has spoken of the insider/outsider aspects of this work. [footnoteRef:6]  [3:  Gary Thomas and David James, ‘Reinventing Grounded Theory: Some Questions About Theory, Ground And Discovery’, British Educational Research Journal, 32. 6 (2006), 767-795 (p.767).]  [4:  Ignacio Montorio and María Izal, ‘The Geriatric Depression Scale: A Review Of Its Development And Utility’, International Psychogeriatrics, 8.1 (1996), 103-112 (p.104).]  [5:  University of Bath, Tony Walter, https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter/ [accessed 15 March 2021].]  [6:  The Open University, Helen Waterhouse, http://www.open.ac.uk/people/hjw26 [accessed 15 March 2021].] 

Summary
These articles report on the authors’ research into how some people with western religious beliefs or traditions also hold attitudes or beliefs about astrology and/or reincarnation and what this meant to the contemporaneous scholarship in psychology, sociology, and religious studies. Brink’s research was a small questionnaire-based survey aimed at disproving cognitive dissonance theory; a theory that asserts that people can’t hold competing attitudes without suffering mental discomfort.[footnoteRef:7] He set about doing this with a hypothesis that claimed ‘simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible’ and he sought to prove this wrong through findings that showed the ‘acceptance of one belief system is no assurance that incompatible beliefs would be rejected’.[footnoteRef:8] Walter and Waterhouse came to their research question by consideration of the data from relevant empirical surveys and ‘set out to document how those who entertain the idea of reincarnation actually ‘think and talk’.[footnoteRef:9]  They also stated that they wanted to know ‘whether the twentieth century privatization of belief makes it easier to hold beliefs not taught by one’s church’.[footnoteRef:10] [7:  Saul McLeod, Cognitive Dissonance (2018) https://www.simplypsychology.org/cognitive-dissonance.html [accessed 26 March 2021].]  [8:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency Of Belief’, p. 82.]  [9:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p.192.]  [10:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p.187.] 

Both studies concluded that people’s belief in astrology and/or reincarnation didn’t point to any less of an adherence to their traditional western religious or secular beliefs. This corroborated previous scholarship that indicated it was the regular practice of western religious traditional rites (for example, attending mass) that made it more likely that people did not hold beliefs in astrology and/or reincarnation in addition to their traditional western religious beliefs. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  Andrew M. McKinnon, ‘The Religious, The Paranormal, And Church Attendance: A Response To Orenstein’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 42.2 (2003), 299-303 (p.302).] 

Analysis
Writing style and structure
When analysing the writing style of the two articles, the choice of research methodology can be an influence to consider, and according to Firestone, the choice of methodological approach can be ‘non-logical’ where ‘one’s decision often expresses values about what the world is like, how one ought to understand it, and what the most important threats to that understanding are’.[footnoteRef:12] Brink’s field of study was science and Walter and Waterhouse’s humanities, very different underlying approaches to the academic study of each. Brink’s writing style is concise and succinct which with empirical research is naturally supported by the nature of its functional progression. Walter and Waterhouse’s writing style used narrative with some structure: within sections information and findings emerged and were expanded further on throughout the paper. For Walter and Waterhouse this created a sense that a clear framework for judging their research, for example an understanding of their recruitment strategy, was missing for the reader at the outset and had to be discovered as the article progressed. However, emergence of information in this way also helped to show the thinking behind some of the decisions that were made. Brink had a short, functionally structured and clear report, for example questions asked in the questionnaire were only presented to the reader in the table of research results, but his style of stating ‘facts’ as if they didn’t need supporting evidence, raised questions of bias he might have held about the topics of astrology, reincarnation and religion. [12:  William A. Firestone, ‘Meaning In Method: The Rhetoric Of Quantitative And Qualitative Research’, Educational Researcher, 16.7 (1986), 16-21 (p.19).] 

Use of the literature
The research issue for Walter and Waterhouse was that for people who find reincarnation attractive and belong to a belief system that didn’t include it in its doctrine, ‘whether the twentieth century privatization of belief makes it easier to hold beliefs not taught by one’s church’.[footnoteRef:13] Brink’s research issue was similar, and he approached it from a question of cognitive consistency for which he states ‘many social scientists have presumed that individuals strive to attain […to] maintain a consistent set of attitudes.’[footnoteRef:14] Despite the gap of twenty years between each of these studies, researchers investigating changes in western religious beliefs and ritual continued to puzzle over the rise of the non-traditional (whether they referred to this as ‘new age’, ‘counter-culture’, ‘unconventional’ or ‘deviant’) and it continues to endure as a topic of interest to our time.[footnoteRef:15]  Campion explained a view on the phenomena by saying that a fall in church attendance doesn’t indicate people are becoming less religious, but that ‘religiosity is being diverted into a range of private spiritualities’ and this ‘privatized spirituality comes in a variety of forms’ some of which are labelled ‘New Age’. [footnoteRef:16] [13:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p.187.]  [14:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency Of Belief’, p.82.]  [15:  Pew Research, ‘New Age’ Beliefs Common Among Both Religious And Nonreligious Americans (2018) https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/10/01/new-age-beliefs-common-among-both-religious-and-nonreligious-americans/ [accessed 16 March 2021].]  [16:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology And Cosmologies In The World’s Religions, (New York: NYU Press, 2012), p.188.] 

The references used by Walter and Waterhouse support their research into English belief in reincarnation: they used texts on English character, European values, modernity and self-identity, and religion in the modern world. Their references to the data they used to construct their study, which included the European Values Survey (EVS), are large samples and relevant to their research question. They also referenced their own previous research which displayed their own experience exploring the subject matter. Brink’s references also included his previous research. The range of his other references underpin this research as an enquiry into cognitive aspects of attitudes and change, in particular consistency within beliefs. His astrology and reincarnation references, both published in The Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, approached those subjects in a way specific to his hypothesis. However, Brink made a number of statements without reference to academic supporting evidence, for example ‘The body of Catholic doctrine presumes both the omnipotence of God and the free will of man, which is inconsistent with fate being determined by the stars’[footnoteRef:17] and in this instance the error led to him creating a false premise for his hypothesis by basing his research on the assertion that astrology’s ‘doctrine’ represented ‘fate’. [17:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency Of Belief’, p. 82.] 

Methodological approach
Walter and Waterhouse chose a qualitative research methodology and they used data gathered through empirical or quantitative surveys to develop their theories and design their investigation; this is a feature of grounded theory[footnoteRef:18]. This then lead them to want to understand more about why ‘westerners interested in reincarnation greatly exceed the numbers of westerners attached to Eastern or New Age religions.’[footnoteRef:19] Their choice of methodology met the need of the research question because, as Hennink, Hutter and Bailey explain, ‘the purpose of qualitative research is to seek a contextualized understanding of phenomena, explain behaviour and beliefs, identify processes, and understand the context of people’s experiences.[footnoteRef:20] Brink chose a quantitative methodology for his research, an approach described by Bell as a method that sets out to ‘collect facts and study the relationship of one set of facts to another’ using ‘techniques that are likely to produce quantiﬁed and, if possible, generalizable conclusions’.[footnoteRef:21]  His survey sample size was small and sought to test a hypothesis, as mentioned in the section above. His questionnaire’s preponderance of questions about rites were likely attributable to the research of Wuthnow, a reference he cited, who said  ‘[…] what data we have suggest it [astrology] may function in ways similar to, and indeed as a substitute for, more conventional religious commitment’.[footnoteRef:22] At the time that Brink designs his research, Gaede, reviewed the research into religious beliefs, asserting that ‘At the empirical level […we] have generally (but not uniformly) found that, among both Catholics and Protestants, high levels of belief are associated with high levels of religious ritual participation’.[footnoteRef:23] Brink can be criticised by the use of ‘yes/no’ response choices in his questionnaire: Campion questions the suitability of yes/no surveys in the research of astrological belief when he argues ‘whereas behaviour, such as the purchase of books …., may be subject to yes/no answers, attitudes, opinions and aspirations are not’.[footnoteRef:24] [18:  Thomas and James, ‘Reinventing Grounded Theory’, p.767.]  [19:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p.187.]  [20:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn. (London: SAGE Publications, 2020), p.17.]  [21:  Judith Bell, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First-Time Researchers In Education, Health and Social Sciences, 4th edn. (Maidenhead: Open University Press, 2005), p.7.]  [22:  Robert Wuthnow, ‘Astrology And Marginality’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 15.1 (1976) 157-168 (p.167).]  [23:  Stan Gaede, ‘Religious Participation, Socioeconomic Status, And Belief-Orthodoxy’, Journal For The Scientific Study Of Religion,16.3 (1977), 245-253 (p.246).]  [24:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology And Popular Religion In The Modern West: Prophecy, Cosmology And The New Age Movement, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), p.158.] 

Both qualitative and quantitative methodologies can be used to study belief and so the choice of methodology used in the research isn’t found to be at issue here. As Thomas and James argue ‘[…] knowledge is everywhere, that all such knowledge is valid and that we should feel unconstrained it its collection, use and analysis’ and not become more ‘concerned with the method than the message’[footnoteRef:25] Brink used methodology that was typical to his field of study for the time and he went on to write about the use of both methodologies for religious studies a few decades later, possibly a sign that the scientific approach was losing ground as a methodology for the study of belief[footnoteRef:26]. [25:  Thomas and James, ‘Reinventing Grounded Theory’ (p.791).]  [26:  T.L. Brink, ‘Quantitative And/Or Qualitative Methods In The Scientific Study Of Religion’, Zygon, Journal of Religion and Science, Wiley-Blackwell (1995), 461-475 (p.473).] 

Insider/Outsider & Reflexivity
Walter and Waterhouse taped their interviews in people’s own homes; relied on a ‘snowballing’ effect to gain participants after initial recruitment; used personal contacts; interviewed children, but they didn’t explain those choices or how their results were affected by them. Their position as either cultural insiders or outsiders to their participants is not clear: the choice of residents in the West Country could indicate a bias for in a specific version of English culture for their study or it could have been proximity or that it somehow emerged from the data as a location of choice. It is difficult to know what place reflexivity takes in their research, although they explained that they both reviewed the data from their particular academic perspectives, as described by Kelle and Erzberger, this is a form of triangulation that seeks to bring two viewpoints together, to ‘form a unified picture of the object of investigation’.[footnoteRef:27]  Brink’s position on the insider/outsider continuum for his research subjects is not described in his article, although it would seem from his biography that he had work relationships with Catholic academic institutions. The subjects, who attended a Catholic girls school in Chicago, where Brink was from and attended university and at the time of this article’s publication, he held a position at women’s Catholic university in California. The questions he used showed his intent to be relevant to the subject group, for example ‘I would go to mass even if my parents didn’t make me go.’ Brink’s reflexivity was also not described, although he may have revealed something when he declared himself ‘surprised’ at the low response by the subjects to the statement ‘Roman Catholic religion being the one for them’ owing to their educational background in parochial schools. [27:  Udo Kelle and Christian Erzberger, ‘Qualitative And Quantitative Methodologies: Not In Opposition‘, in Companion To Qualitative Research, ed. by Uwe Flick, Ernst von Kardorff and Ines Steinke, translated by Bryan Jenner (London, Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE, 2004) pp. 172-177 (p.176).] 

Conclusion
The aim of this essay was to compare and contrast two articles, both of which ask what it means when people of a traditional western belief culture also say they hold beliefs in astrology and/or reincarnation. There were strengths and weaknesses found in both articles. The decisions made about what research methodology to use wasn’t at issue because, as explained by Thomas and James, it is advocated to be open to the choice of methods used to pursue the research goal. But although the choice of methodology wasn’t a defining issue between the two studies, it was in the implementation, or possibly the writing up of the research, that weaknesses were found for both studies insofar that the position of the researchers to their subject and subjects had to be derived and weren’t transparently described to their readership, leading to questions of trust in the material by not providing the clarity needed to assess coherence, described by Hennink, Hutter and Bailey as a key quality indicator for research.[footnoteRef:28] In conclusion, the transparency of the insider/outsider continuum and the authors’ own reflexivity were important regardless of the methodologies or any problems encountered in the research, for the reason that a reader could trace the coherence of the work and decide value for themselves. None of the researchers explained their positions on the insider/outsider continuum or their sense of values or bias to either the participants or topic. This raised enough questions to reduce confidence in their interpretation and the choices they made designing their research. Walter and Waterhouse designed their research so that each of them would interpret the findings separately, but without being able to understand more through their reflexivity and insider/outsider relationship to the participants, there is no indication how those different perspectives made a difference to their analysis. Brink characterised astrology as a belief in fate with no underpinning rationale, also creating questions about his bias and relationship with the topic and crucially undermining the premise which was key to his research hypothesis and findings. [28:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (p.321).] 
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