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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources
Word count: 2534
This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers, T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, Vol. 20, (1978), pp. 82-85, and of Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, Sociology of Religion, Vol. 60, No. 2 (Summer, 1999), pp. 187-197. The comparison focuses on methodology employed in both pieces, the researchers’ academic rationale, their position on the insider / outsider continuum in relation to their target groups, and the positioning of their projects within a larger academic framework, looking at how the authors have related their field work data to relevant literature. Furthermore the essay will consider structure, whether arguments were based on evidence or not, and how similar concepts were considered and dealt with.
Context
T. L. Brink, now in his 70s, is a psychology professor at Crafton Hills College (for 30 years) now specialized in geriatric psychology and qualitative research, and a prolific author of books, encyclopedia articles and over 200 publications until today. His article was published in Review of Religious Research in 1978 which makes him around 26 and a young researcher at the time, aiming at an academic and religiously interested audience. 
Tony Walter is a Sociologist born in London. He set up and is course director of an MA in Death & Society, one study of interest was also sociology and religious faith. At the time the paper was written (1999), Walter was a lecturer and soon to be professor of Sociology at the university of Reading. 

Helen Waterhouse published a PhD thesis in 1997 with a case study in British Buddhism at the University of Bath. A list of publications between 2001 and 2004 indicates a focus on Buddhism and reincarnation.
 
Their article was published in Sociology of Religion, published by the Oxford University Press. It therefore is aimed at an academic audience interested in Sociology and/or Religion.
Summary of the texts
T. L. Brink’s piece examined the ‘religious attitudes of 227 junior and senior students at a Catholic girls high school’ with regard to consistency between belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, reincarnation and astrology.
 Presuming a logical incompatibility between the three beliefs, he argued that if respondents accepted one of them, there would be a rejection of the other two.
 He found his hypothesis not confirmed in his results, as ‘incompatible beliefs’ appeared not to be mutually exclusive for his respondents.
 As an explanation Brink then assumed the irrational states of the adolescence as the principal reason for his outcome. He concluded that for people in uncertain states, acceptance of structurally incompatible beliefs would nevertheless have some merit in that they have a functional similarity, in that they provide security.

The aim of Walter and Waterhouse’s piece (further referred to with the abbreviation WAWA) was to mainly demonstrate that reincarnation is a private belief in Britain that does not affect morals or lifestyle, and can exist in people’s lives next to other beliefs which do not teach it.
Both papers have a common theme: reincarnation. Both look at it from different angles and from different philosophies. To Brink, belief in reincarnation is something incompatible with belief in astrology or the Christian religion. To WAWA, in contrast, their paper is all about how belief in reincarnation can be a private belief that can well go next to other faiths, such as the belief in Christ.

Text analysis
Brink’s academic rationale mentioned cognitive theories that stress the importance of attitude consistency at the beginning of his paper. He named social psychological theories and their authors (such as Heider and balance, Osgood and congruity, cognitive dissonance, logical-affective consistency, belief congruence and affective-cognitive consistency), however he did not indicate specifics as to the way he applied them to his work, nor did he refer back to any of these sources as his piece continued. However, by indicating these he expressed in which context he wanted his work to be basically understood. 
His academic rationale was a claim (with no supporting literature or finding given) that ‘simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible’.
 No sources were given for his claim, definitions on astrology and reincarnation were mentioned without supporting evidence as ‘fate being determined by the stars’ and ‘return to life in the flesh’.
 From this point on his paper is flawed. Although it shows a clear and coherent structure, the work starts from an unfounded claim. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey (HHB) suggest that a theory must be well supported by data.
 

No author or publication was given to refer to his ‘functional perspective’.
 However, he indirectly referred back to it in his conclusion when he suggested his results were to be explained by a function that all three mentioned beliefs were serving for his respondents.

His given field work data were collected with a list of belief questions without any reference to other research and to what information he would be hoping to extract from them. Aside from those belief questions there is no indication whether Brink asked anything further on the line of uncertainty or states of insecurity in his participants, on which he but founded his conclusion. 

In the discussion and conclusions Brink appears to look for explanations of his surprising results. He brought in new theories, for example Erikson, who he mentioned briefly in order to explain the supposed inconsistency in belief, but without detail how and what phenomenon similar to Brink’s findings Erikson described.

It appears that on many occasions Brink was only referring to preexisting research on the surface, merely throwing names around instead of really putting in context, which is referred to by HHB as ‘name dropping’.
 
Altogether concepts appear to be used and involved very loosely by Brink, lacking transparence and detail, so his claims and findings appear isolated in that they were only superficially connected with preexisting work.
Walter and Waterhouse in contrast established a clear and short definition for reincarnation and went from there consistently. While they employ rich survey data at the outset, both from their own and from other large surveys, they did not go into theoretic concepts provided in preexisting literature and embedded their data and findings to specific literature at the outset. Instead, they gave additional comment on comparable sources at those passages where they built their arguments, for example: ‘The doctrine of purgatory has been downplayed since the Second Vatican Council (Lodge 1981; Walter 1996)’, which helps the flow of their text and provides support for their argument.
 However, they sometimes mention preexisting knowledge without providing evidence: ‘It has often been noted that Christianity … has a weak theodicy.’
 
Methodology used for the research

Brink chose to conduct a survey employing a questionnaire, in contrast WaWa conducted an interview study. Surveys employing questionnaires are basically a suitable tool in case that a representative selection of a population is chosen and the findings are representative of the researched population, as Bell suggests.
 Interviews on the other hand are more suited if researchers wish to understand beliefs and gain deeper insights within the context, as HHB mention.

Brink’s methodology did not allow him to get into any depth of data on the main points he made. It seems questionable from the start if his questionnaire items actually posed a valid choice for him to extract the interpretation of his findings the way he did: There was not one question that addressed questions about insecurity or confusion in adolescent girls, or if their beliefs help them with dealing with insecurity, nor did he indicate any evidential support for following his line of reasoning with the questions he asked. Hence his choices appear unsupported by former research and therefore arbitrary.
Walter and Waterhouse on the other hand drew from many sources, amongst them their own former work. While HHB think it is basically beneficial to have data from a variety of sources to gain rich information, they suggest to always be transparent about and justify choices, starting with the recruitment process.

WAWA were very transparent about their participants and their procedures, and in contrast to Brink they gave reasons for every decision they made on their methodology. This enables the reader to have a sufficient overview over the provided rich data and their interpretations. They divided their discussion into chapters referring to different aspects, which provided for further depth on one hand, and never lost clarity on the other.
Insider/outsider positions + reflexivity

According to HHB, ‘reflexivity is a process that involves conscious self-reflection on the part of researchers to make explicit their potential influence on the research process’. This includes also interpersonal reflexivity, where the interactions between all persons involved and interview settings are considered.

Brink did at no point declare his position towards his study population. He took on a distant point of view, being of course no insider on the view of a female student at the time. He also showed no instance where he really tried to understand the college girls. When he tried to assume there might be adolescent insecurity involved in the outcome of his survey, this appears to be the only part where an effort to understand and interpret took place, even if unfounded. When his hypothesis was not confirmed, he did not critically examine and reflect on his approach, but he sought quick explanations, making sweeping statements about the state his participants were presumably in and at this point (after his actual survey) mentioning authors who wrote about inconsistencies or the marginality of his subjects. 
Walter and Waterhouse did not declare their positions on the project and towards their participants either, but there is other information available about them which may provide insight here. Walter was born in London and studied at British universities, there is no mention of a time of life spent outside of the UK, so he might be an insider as a UK resident (‘lived in Bath since 1977’).
 He obviously was no first hand witness on death and afterlife, but as a professor of death studies he might have had an informed perspective. He did not state if he was an insider on belief in reincarnation, or which religious faith he held earlier.
 Furthermore it is unclear which position Walter and Waterhouse took in relation to ‘the English’ (no information given) when they claimed ‘but then the English rarely do wear their religion on their sleeves’ or ‘adherence to alternative lifestyles is probably more popular in the West Country’.
 Provided that the richness of their data basically strengthened large parts of their argument, sweeping statements like these, without any indication on their positions compromise clarity to some extent.
Ethics
Ethical considerations, as laid down by HHB, appear not to have been central in both works, especially in Brink’s.
  From today’s perspective participants in the studies of Brink and partly of WaWa were of too young an age, and for Brink there was no indication that their participation was voluntary. Harm can be done by attributing irrationality and imbalance to participants and blaming them for unsatisfactory results. If he was more than an external researcher, issues could have arisen if there was informed consent and possible pressure upon subjects to participate in the study. Furthermore, an approximate location of the school in question and the background of the majority of the students was given, which could have led to issues around data protection, were the study conducted in recent time. The social background of Brink’s participants did not serve to gain specific findings, aside from marginality. Since no questions had addressed potential insecurities, participants were not given the possibility to state their views on what they were however attributed with, which can hurt the trust between researcher and participants. They might have felt badly represented or even discriminated. Those considerations made, it appears reasonable to claim that he made ethically problematic choices in conducting this research.
For Walter and Waterhouse in contrast aside from the minor agers none such grave ethical problems can be located in the information they gave. 
Considering though that Brink’s paper was published in 1978 and Walter & Waterhouse’s piece in 1999, it can be granted that reflexivity and scrutiny regarding ethical considerations might not have been formally required at the time of their publishing.
Further considerations
Brink’s short article has a clear basic structure. However, a literature review and introduction of all theoretical frameworks should be stated at the outset of the presentation, before presenting results, as Bryman suggests.
 Brink clearly violated that rule by bringing up new hypotheses that should explain or justify his results in the aftermath. New ideas for explanations introduced in the discussion and conclusion section, new authors (for example Wuthnow’s study on marginality in the audience of astrology) not from the beginning, confuses the structure of Brink’s paper.
 As mentioned above, Walter and Waterhouse’s paper in contrast appears more fluently written and their argument more logically elaborated, although they chose a qualitative approach and therefore had to manage much richer and diverse data.
Conclusion

Both papers looked at beliefs and had as a common theme the belief in reincarnation, with different angles and views taken by the authors regarding compatibility with for example the Christian belief.

The greatest strength of Brink’s paper appears to be its basic order and structure up to the interpretation of his findings. He made clear his figures and content of his questionnaire, and was basically honest as to the non-confirmation of his hypothesis. He made his approach clear at the outset and consequently went by his premise. The major weakness is that he built his rationale on an unsupported claim at the first place, and when his outcome did not satisfy his expectation, he put the blame on his participants’ state of mind instead of questioning his approach, and then he left the proper structure for a paper. 

For Walter and Waterhouse one major strength lies in the richness and variety of their data and former research. In contrast to Brink they appeared to be well informed in their subject, gave richer and more transparent accounts on their methodology and reasoning, and by choice of their methods they gained deeper insights into the context and the backgrounds of their respondents. As a result the paper presents itself rich in information and nuance. On the other hand at some points there are disadvantages because of some sweeping statements (‘the English’, or ‘westeners’), it does not appear that similar concepts were discussed, and figures were not presented in an easily accessible manner. 
Both papers rise at least some ethical questions connected to their participant’s partly minor age, Brink’s piece appears to be ethically problematic on many levels, and both papers would have benefitted by more transparency about the authors’ positions on the insider-outsider continuum and about their own beliefs and backgrounds regarding what they wrote about.  
This comparison makes apparent how important it is for research to be built up on former research, from the academic rationale as well as for the choice of methods, all along until a transparent and consistent reasoning and valid conclusion. The papers surely serve as examples for which pitfalls to avoid and why certain rules for academic writing are in place.
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