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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources

Word count:

This essay compares and contrasts two secondary sources, namely, Blain, Jenny, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality, DISKUS Volume 6 2000[footnoteRef:1], and Brink, T. L. 1978, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation Review of Religious Research, 20, 82-85.[footnoteRef:2] The methodologies used will be considered, including issues around ethics, reflexivity and the position of the researchers on the insider / outsider continuum. To begin, academic rationales and context will be explored. [1:  Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’. In DISKUS Volume 6 (2000). https://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/diskus1-6/blain.txt  Accessed 15/2/24]  [2:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, pp. 82] 


Academic context and theoretical background

Both papers start with a short introduction giving some theoretical background. Blain introduces Seidr as the subject of her research and refers to postmodernist theory as giving space for a phenomenological approach rooted in “participants discursive understanding”,[footnoteRef:3] implying an academic rationale which places her research as part of this development without referring to specific examples of this development. She contextualises her research in terms of the current state of ethnography, reinforcing and offering an example of the statement of George Marcus that “ethnography remains the ground for a continuing debate about…the research practices themselves of anthropology, which are in transformation.”[footnoteRef:4] In a similar mode, Brink begins his paper with references to theories of belief advanced by social scientists. However, there is no evaluation of these theories, and again the current research is not placed in the specific context of these theories.[footnoteRef:5] The project is only loosely based within a larger academic framework and that framework is not critically analysed. It can be said that neither paper achieves the goal of a literature review, defined by Judith Bell and Stephen Waters as ‘providing the reader with a picture…of the state of knowledge…on the subject’.[footnoteRef:6] Both papers give broad academic context for their work but do not put that work clearly in the context of specific relevant literature. [3:  Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, p. 1 ]  [4:  Marcus, George E. “Sticking with Ethnography through Thick and Thin (1997).” Ethnography through Thick and Thin, Princeton University Press, 1998, p. 232]  [5:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ p. 82]  [6:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, doing your Research Project     p. 125] 


Research methodology

Brink takes a quantitative approach, using a survey to examine the statistical distribution of differing beliefs in the target audience. The function of beliefs is considered within the positivist paradigm, in that he places an “emphasis on objective measurement of social issues”, as Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey note in their definition of positivism.[footnoteRef:7] Brink advances a hypothesis at beginning of his paper about beliefs he understands to be contradictory. [footnoteRef:8] He then investigates these beliefs using a survey which shows that ‘the hypothesis was not confirmed’.[footnoteRef:9] The data derived from the survey showed that the research participants held apparently contradictory beliefs. To this extent the research can be said to be successful, in that a question was asked and answered, and the remit of the project was met. However, the remit of the project is given as ‘a study of the beliefs of adolescent girls’[footnoteRef:10] and in this sense, it may be said that the positivist and quantitative approach taken allows for only a limited understanding of the beliefs of the participants. The research methodology answers the question but as Brink says himself, also “raises more questions than it answers”.[footnoteRef:11] As Hennink, Hutter and Bailey also note, this approach ‘fails to acknowledge the interactive and co-constructive nature of data collection with human beings’.[footnoteRef:12] This critique is born out here, as Brink’s paper does not address how the participants themselves understand or define their beliefs, the specific form those beliefs take and whether they see those beliefs as mutually exclusive, as Brink does.[footnoteRef:13] The quantitative methodology used by Brink can therefore be seen as superficially successful but also limited. [7:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (Sage Publications, London) 2011, p. 14]  [8:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’, p. 82]  [9:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’, p. 84]  [10:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’, p. 82]  [11:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’, p. 84]  [12:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (Sage Publications PLACE) 2011 BETTER REF, p. 14]  [13:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’, p. 82] 


Blain, by contrast, takes an interpretivist, ethnographic approach, ‘seeking to understand people’s lived experience from the perspective of people themselves’ as Hennink, Hutter and Bailey continue in their comparison of research approaches.[footnoteRef:14] Blain’s approach is phenomenological, defined by Moran as ‘the unprejudiced, descriptive study of whatever appears to consciousness, precisely in the manner in which it so appears.’[footnoteRef:15] She explores ‘the manner in which it so appears’ in different ways, giving an example of the account of an ‘informed outsider’ and following it with two accounts from the practitioner’s perspective.[footnoteRef:16] This qualitative, narrative-based approach is appropriate here, given that, ‘Seid is not one event or sensation. A need for multiple, situated narratives becomes evident’[footnoteRef:17] as Blain notes. She also takes an autoethnographic approach, referring not only to her own experiences of her subject of study, but also to the context in which her research takes place and her personal responses, for example by referring to her journey to carry out her research.[footnoteRef:18]  She therefore also uses autoethnography as part of her research methodology, using ‘personal experience to illustrate facets of cultural experience’[footnoteRef:19] as Carolyn Ellis, Tony Adams and Arthur P. Bochner describe the autoethnographic approach. Throughout her paper, the lines between research and personal experience are blurred, which can in itself be seen as a research methodology. Her paper becomes a kind of ‘meta-methodology’, a jumping off point for discussion of the process of knowledge creation, raising questions for example around the situatedness of the researcher.[footnoteRef:20] She therefore avoids the risk noted by Alan Bryman that phenomenology can be ‘indicative of little more than a commitment to the actor’s perspective’.[footnoteRef:21] The ‘actor’s perspective’ is indeed centred here but is a jumping off point for further reflection rather than simply a description. Blain’s methodology allows her to reflect on how her own research practices and the nature of scholarship in this area are transforming as Marcus suggests. Both papers set out to explore what is known about beliefs but do so in very different ways, and in each case the methodology chosen impacts the results which are obtained. [14:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (Sage Publications PLACE) 2011 BETTER REF, p. 14 or ibid]  [15:  Dermot Moran, Editor’s Introduction, The Phenomenology Reader, Routledge PLACE date, p. 1]  [16:  Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, p. 5]  [17:  Ibid, p. 8]  [18:  Ibid, p. 2]  [19:  Ellis, Carolyn, Tony E. Adams and Arthur P. Bochner. 2011. "Autoethnography: An Overview." Forum : Qualitative Social Research 12(1), https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/autoethnography-overview/docview/870465772/se-2 p. 4 Accessed 10/03/2024]  [20:  Ibid, p. 8]  [21:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, Routledge, London, 1988, p. 53 ] 


The insider / outsider continuum

In both cases insider / outsider spectrum plays a key role in the shaping of the projects. Brink seems to take an outsider approach throughout. The survey is administered during class time, so that there is no contract, indirect or otherwise, between the researcher and the research participants.[footnoteRef:22] This is appropriate to the positivist, quantitative approach, which as Hennink, Hutter and Bailey note assumes that there is ‘no influence of the researcher on the process of data collection.’[footnoteRef:23] Blain, on the other hand, openly takes an insider approach, stating in the second paragraph of her paper that her research is based on personal experience which she then contextualises with a wider anthropological approach.[footnoteRef:24] She gives both outsider and insider accounts of the experience of her research participants (including her own) and uses the difference between them as a trigger for more in depth thinking about the process of knowledge creation and the current debates in anthropology.[footnoteRef:25] Blain has explored the role of the insider elsewhere in her work, pointing out that ‘Ethnography is changing and the ‘insider’s’ view is no longer debarred.’[footnoteRef:26], echoing Marcus’s comments on the transformation of ethnography referred to above. In taking such a clear insider approach and acknowledging her subjectivity, Blain avoids the risk suggested by Marcus of a ‘struggle in contemporary works of so-called postmodern anthropology … between the currently liberating techniques and cognitions of a modernist sensibility and the continuing desire to report objectively on a reality other than the anthropologist's own.’[footnoteRef:27] The two papers are situated at very different points on the insider / outsider continuum, but in both cases at a point which is appropriate for the nature of the research project.  [22:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’, p. 83]  [23:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (Sage Publications PLACE) 2011 BETTER REF, p. 14 ]  [24:  Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, p. 1]  [25:  Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, p. 7]  [26:  Blain, Nine Worlds of Seid-Magic, p.2 PROPER REF]  [27:  Marcus, George E. “On Ideologies of Reflexivity in Contemporary Efforts to Remake the Human Sciences (1994).” Ethnography through Thick and Thin, Princeton University Press, 1998, p. 194 ] 


Ethical Considerations and Reflexivity

There are ambiguities around ethical issues in both papers, and the ‘position of ethical tension’ [footnoteRef:28]  noted by Marilys Guillemin and Lynn Gillam implicit in all research involving human participants is evident in different ways in both papers. Neither paper gives explicit information on ethical procedures. The distribution of Brink’s paper during school religious studies classes raises issues around the power dynamic of students being told to fill in the paper by the teacher, a gatekeeper for the research but also a figure of authority. Blain give first names for several of the research participants with no explanation as to whether consent was given for these to be shared or whether they are pseudonyms.[footnoteRef:29] Her personal relationships with the research participants can be seen as ‘making relational ethics more complicated’[footnoteRef:30] as Ellis, Adams and Bochner have noted, but this is not explored in the paper. However, the two papers differ in their attitude to their participants. Brink refers to the students who are the object of his study as ‘subjects”, reinforcing again the emphasis on objective measurement noted by Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, as quoted above. This becomes ‘ethically problematic’, to again quote Guillemin and Gillam, ‘because it fails to accord to individuals the respect they are owed.’[footnoteRef:31] Blain’s paper, on the other hand, quotes and explicitly acknowledges the contributions of specific individuals.[footnoteRef:32] She therefore does ‘accord individuals the respect they are owed’. Both papers contain ethical ambiguities, which differ in each case based on the type of research being conducted. [28:  Guillemin, Marilys and Lynn Gillam. 'Ethics, Reflexivity, and "Ethnically Important Moments” in Research'. Qualitative Inquiry Vol. 10: 2 (2004), p. 271]  [29:  Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, p. 2 ]  [30:  Ellis, Carolyn, Tony E. Adams and Arthur P. Bochner. 2011. "Autoethnography: An Overview." Forum : Qualitative Social Research 12(1), https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/autoethnography-overview/docview/870465772/se-2 p. 9 Accessed 10/03/2024]  [31:  Guillemin, Marilys and Lynn Gillam. 'Ethics, Reflexivity, and "Ethnically Important Moments” in Research'., p. 271]  [32:  For example, Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, p. 2] 


The two papers also take different approaches to reflexivity. Brink does not adopt an explicitly reflexive approach. An element of personal response does appear towards the end of the paper when Brink expresses his surprise at the survey results.[footnoteRef:33] However, there is no ‘conscious self-reflection…to make explicit [the researcher’s] potential influence on the research process’[footnoteRef:34] as Hennink, Hutter and Bailey define reflexivity, so it can be argued that this is not an example of reflexivity. On the other hand, reflexivity is a key theme throughout Blain’s paper, running the risk acknowledged by Finlay that ‘the researcher’s position can become unduly privileged, blocking out the participant’s voice.’[footnoteRef:35] It can be argued however that Blain’s focus on her own experience makes her a participant as well as the researcher, avoiding this risk at least to an extent. Reflexivity can be seen as part of Blain’s methodology, and she acknowledges that ‘critical awareness and reflexivity are constructed in the intersections of the worlds’[footnoteRef:36]. She reflects on her experiences of sharing her research with academia and ‘the embarrassment I feel when dealing with those who will only accept “rationality”’[footnoteRef:37] suggesting an autoethnographic approach as explained by Christiane Kraft Alsop who speaks of the ‘attempt at practicing this self-reflexivity by having a closer look at one's own longings and belongings… [which] places the self within a social context by connecting the personal and the cultural’[footnoteRef:38] This describes Blain’s reflexive process, which contributes to her broader conclusions about the nature of knowledge creation and the constraints around it. The two papers therefore show researchers positioning themselves in very different ways in terms of their role in the research process, but once again in ways that are appropriate to the research itself. [33:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ p. 84]  [34:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (Sage Publications PLACE) 2011 BETTER REF, p. 19]  [35:  Linda Finlay, “Outing” the Researcher: The Provenance, Process, and Practice of Reflexivity”
Qualitative Health Research 2002 12:4, p.541]  [36:  Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, p. 13]  [37:  Ibid, p. 13]  [38:  Alsop, Christiane K. (2002). Home and Away: Self-reflexive Auto-/Ethnography [55 paragraphs]. Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 3(3), Art. 10, http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:0114-fqs0203105. Accessed 10/03/2024] 





Structure and Style

In keeping with their differing methodological approaches, the two papers differ in structure and style. Brink’s paper has a clear and logical structure, beginning with a rationale for the research and giving a hypothesis for what form these beliefs are likely to take. The research methodology and results are clearly laid out, followed by conclusions which explore the implications of the research results. A clear final conclusion is drawn about the nature of adolescent’s beliefs. Blain’s paper, on the other hand, takes a more fluid approach, moving between personal narrative, outsider and insider accounts of shamanic experiences and reflections on those accounts. She explores different ways of describing the experiences of her participants, using this as a way to explore differing approaches to research and the advantages and disadvantages of these approaches. She uses her own research as a springboard for a consideration of anthropological issues such as ‘going native’ and how meaning is created[footnoteRef:39] before drawing a conclusion by referring back to her initial anecdote, thus completing the narrative circle. In both cases, the structure of the paper reflects the nature of the research.  [39:  Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, p. 13] 


The papers are written in different styles but again in both cases the style is appropriate to the research methodology. Blain’s use of narrative leads her to use more informal, colloquial language, perhaps reflecting the paper’s initial presentation at a conference. For example, she relates her experience at airport customs using dialogue and anecdote.[footnoteRef:40] Brink, on the other hand, uses formal, concise and clearly focused language, with short sentences and little technical language.[footnoteRef:41] There is a clear contrast in the style of writing, again appropriate to the research in each case. [40:  Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, p. 2]  [41:  For example, Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation. p. 84] 


Philosophical Approaches 

Whilst both papers deal with issues and ideas around spiritual beliefs, they take very different approaches to delineating and exploring those beliefs. As explored above, Blain takes a broad approach to what it means to hold a belief and considers in depth the experiences and cosmologies of her research participants. Brink, on the other hand, takes the statistics as sufficient evidence of a particular belief without exploring individual experiences or understandings which could have brought richer data. Indeed, towards the end of her paper, Blain comments that ‘‘Belief” is…not a good description for the relation of shamanists and other beings’, noting the inadequacy of concepts of belief in describing relationships which are ‘simply there’[footnoteRef:42]. She explicitly explores the limits of researching extra-ordinary experiences, noting the need to move between the ‘discourse of “spirits” and the discourse of “rationality”’.[footnoteRef:43] Brink, on the other hand, seeks to fit questions of belief into Blain’s “discourse of rationality” without questioning that discourse as Blain does. The two papers can be seen to illustrate the two approaches described by Clifford Geertz, who sees ‘the analysis of [culture] to be therefore not an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning’.[footnoteRef:44] Brink seeks to delineate a “law” but struggles to explain ‘beliefs which could not fit together in the same logical system’.[footnoteRef:45] The advantage of this approach is that it has the potential, at least in the context of a quantitative social sciences approach, to be generalised more broadly, perhaps to adolescent beliefs in other contexts as Brink himself suggests.[footnoteRef:46] Blain, by contrast, explores what she refers to as a ‘maze of meanings’[footnoteRef:47] in more depth. Her broader philosophical approach allows her to draw broader conclusions but the focus on a small number of individual narrative accounts means that whilst the research cannot be generalised in terms of wider shamanic beliefs, it does allow her to explore the constraints of research and of academic discourse. The different philosophical approach in each paper influences not only the research carried out but also the conclusions drawn. [42:  Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, p. 12]  [43:  Ibid, p. 12]  [44:  Geertz, Clifford. The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays. New York: Basic Books, 1973, p. 5]  [45:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation. p. 85]  [46:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation. p. 84]  [47:  Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, p. 2] 


Conclusion

This paper has compared and contrasted the papers by Blain and Brink, both of which explore issues around religious tradition and belief. Both papers begin with a broad overview of their intended research and the academic context for it. The research methodologies used also differ, with Brink taking a positivist, quantitative approach which is answers the research hypothesis but can also be seen as limited.  Blain draws on phenomenology and autoethnography to explore her subject in depth and to consider wider issues around the development of ethnography and the nature of knowledge creation. The different research methodologies place the two researchers at very different points on the insider / outsider spectrum. Both papers show some ethical ambiguities, although Blain is more explicit in acknowledging the voices of the participants as well as her own voice. The two papers also show contrasting approaches to reflexivity, with Brink situating himself outside of the research process whilst Blain reflects explicitly on her role within it. The structure and style of both papers also differ, with Brink taking a more formal approach in contrast to the more informal language used by Blain. All of these differences can be summed up with a consideration of the different philosophical approaches the two papers take, demonstrating different epistemologies.
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