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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Word Count: 2713
Introduction 
This essay critically compares and contrasts Jenny Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality', Diskus, vol. 6 (2000), and T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, vol. 20 (1978), pp. 82-85. 

There are two terms important to define: ‘ethnography’ and ‘going native’. Alan Bryman describes ethnography as the observation and immersion of the researcher within an ‘interacting human group’ as a means to ascertain the ‘anthropologist’s “picture” of [the group’s] way of life’.[footnoteRef:1] According to Blain, ‘going native’ is defined as the ‘total cultural immersion’ of the ethnographer within the culture of study.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research (London: Routledge, 1988), p. 45.]  [2:  Jenny Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality', Diskus, vol. 6 (2000), <http://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/diskus1-6/blain.txt>, [accessed 1 March, 2021].] 


Context
Both papers engaged notions of belief. Blain’s paper was published in a journal for an audience interested in the academic study of religions.[footnoteRef:3] Brink’s paper was published in a journal for an audience concerned with sociology and psychology’s connection to religious research.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  The Journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions, ‘Welcome to DISKUS’, The Journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions "http://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/index.html#1-6" [accessed March 14, 2021]. ]  [4:  Religious Research Association, ‘Aims and Scope’, Review of Religious Research "https://www.springer.com/journal/13644/aims-and-scope" [accessed March 14, 2021].  ] 


Summary
Blain’s paper examined the shamanistic ‘seidr’ practice through both the ‘insider’ perspective of the practitioner and the lens of academia. Methodological concerns were discussed along with descriptions of séances and events. Ultimately, this paper addressed concerns between practitioner and academia in the concept of ‘going native’.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.] 


Brink’s paper explored the religious attitudes of 227 junior and senior female students of a Catholic high school, particularly in the areas of astrology, reincarnation and Catholicism. Brink found the results of his study demonstrated inconsistencies of belief among his participants. He concluded that these inconsistencies emerged from a need for security among his participants to hedge against confusion and uncertainty.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, vol. 20 (1978), pp. 82-85.] 


Theme One: Methodology 
This theme will examine the methodologies employed by Blain and Brink. First, it will examine how their choices of methodologies served their projects. Next, it will discuss the degree the authors relied on evidence. Lastly, this theme will examine the extent they integrated reflexivity in their methodology.

Approaches 
Both Blain and Brink’s papers were clearly written and were logically structured according to their respective methodologies employed, although their methodologies very greatly. Blain aimed to explore both the shamanistic seidr practitioners and academia’s concerns with ‘going native’.[footnoteRef:7] To this end, Blain employed qualitative research using the vehicle of narrative accounts from two practitioners as well as herself.[footnoteRef:8]  Clifford Geertz claimed that ‘ethnography is thick description’ and that in research one must contend with ‘complex conceptual structures’ often interwoven with one another.[footnoteRef:9] Given that Blain highlighted the complex relationship between both academia’s expectations of objectivity and its concerns with adopting beliefs of the culture the researcher is investigating, her qualitative choice of methodology appears appropriate, as a qualitative approach can reveal, through thick descriptions, complexities between the relationships of these structures.[footnoteRef:10] [7:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [8:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [9:  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), pp. 9-10.]  [10:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.] 


In contrast to Blain’s ‘thick’ qualitative approach, Brink’s paper did not engage qualitative concepts. He aimed to examine the hypothesis that ‘simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible, and conflicting beliefs would be rejected amongst students’.[footnoteRef:11] Brink briefly mentioned his methodology included a ‘functionalist perspective’ but did not define this concept.[footnoteRef:12] He employed the quantitative method through administering a questionnaire to his participants, analyzed the data and made several conclusions including that ‘confusion and uncertainty of [the teenage] developmental stage’ accounted for the non-rejection of what he termed as ‘incompatible beliefs’.[footnoteRef:13] Robert Stake argued that the quantitative method ‘operationally [binds] the inquiry’ with effort to ‘define… variables,’ and it often involves an aim towards a ‘grand theory’ and generalization at the expense of ‘[nullifying] context’.[footnoteRef:14]  It appeared that by using quantitative methods, Brink was unable to examine the root of the results. His data from the questionnaire responses did not reveal the relationship between beliefs of the students. [11:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 82.]  [12:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 82.]  [13:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', pp. 83-84.]  [14:  Robert E. Stake, The Art of Case Study Research (London: Sage Publications, 1995), pp. 39, 41.] 



Evidence 
Blain and Brink relied on evidence for their claims, but to varying degrees. Throughout the paper, Blain claimed that there exists a ‘double standard’ of expectations between native informants and academics where the first group is able to ‘speak and theorize from within “irrational” discourses’ while the latter holds a ‘reluctance’ for those ‘constructions’.[footnoteRef:15] She cited evidence from her own experience giving lectures and her concern for losing credibility when tackling the subject of belief.[footnoteRef:16] Brink’s evidence, on the other hand, emerged solely from a questionnaire.[footnoteRef:17] He justified his results by embedding his interpretations within the phenomenon of a relativistic counter culture, marginality, and notions of a distressed ego’s reinterpretation of conflicting beliefs.[footnoteRef:18] There is a tension between these methodologies and their resulting evidence. According to Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, researchers employing a hypothesis formed by empirical data are bound to evaluating their evidence based on the hypothesis, whereas the analysis of qualitative data allows for the interpretation of experiences and thus ‘meanings’ are formed from the evidence of the participants’ own experience’.[footnoteRef:19] Although Blain’s evidence emerged from her own experience, her evidence contained ‘meaning’ towards her project’s aim since she, herself, was both participant and anthropologist. [footnoteRef:20] In contrast, Brink, as revealed by Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, limited his results by focusing only on empirical data.[footnoteRef:21] His research could have been better served integrating, to some degree, a qualitative approach.  [15:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [16:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [17:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 83.]  [18:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', pp. 83-85.]  [19:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: Sage Publications, Ltd., 2020), pp. 14-15, 212.]  [20:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [21:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 83.] 


Reflexivity 
There is significant contrast in how Blain and Brink handled notions of reflexivity in their papers. Blain was overtly reflexive in her approach and stated that she could not ‘create ethnography by appropriating local knowledges’.[footnoteRef:22] Further, Blain acknowledged the partiality and situatedness of her observation within academia’s apprehension towards ‘going native’.[footnoteRef:23] In contrast, Brink did not employ a self-reflexive section. Charlotte Davies claimed researchers should be aware of the ‘implicit assumption’ that they are able to objectively investigate ‘something “outside” of [themselves]’ and stated that ‘researchers are to some degree connected to the object of their research’.[footnoteRef:24] This awareness served Blain’s methodology by allowing a fuller investigation of her aim.[footnoteRef:25] On the other hand, Brink’s paper did not benefit from the exclusion of a reflexive section. Instead, it left unanswered the wellbeing of his participants, a topic which will be covered in the next theme.[footnoteRef:26] [22:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [23:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [24:  Charlotte Aull Davies, Reflexive Ethnography: A Guide to Researching Our Selves and Others (London and New York: Routledge, 1999), p. 3.]  [25:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [26:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', pp. 82-84.] 


Additionally, reflexivity could have been further cultivated in both papers by the integration of a mixed approach of methodologies in Blain and Brink’s research. Bell and Waters found that triangulation, a strength of a mixed-methods qualitative and quantitative approach toward the collection of data, aids the researcher in a ‘more comprehensive understanding of [a] topic’.[footnoteRef:27] Blain’s abundant reflexivity as an academic and the narrative detail of the seidr community might have been better supported with the inclusion of some quantitative research across both populations.[footnoteRef:28] A questionnaire targeted to academics and seidworkers could have illuminated ideas towards ethnographers and balanced out the heavily reflexive points through triangulation. Like Blain, triangulation of the qualitative and quantitative approach could have also aided Brink’s research, particularly in investigating meaning within his resulting data. [27:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-time Researchers (London: McGraw-Hill Education, 2018), pp. 24-25.]  [28:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.] 

Theme Summary
This theme examined the methodologies employed by Blain and Brink. It found Blain’s choice of a qualitative methodology served the complex relationship between both academia’s expectations of objectivity and its concerns with adopting beliefs of the culture of investigation.[footnoteRef:29] In contrast, it found that by using only quantitative methods, Brink was unable to examine the root of his study’s results.[footnoteRef:30] Additionally, it found that Blain’s evidence emerged from her own experience and contained ‘meaning’ towards her project’s aim since she was both participant and anthropologist. [footnoteRef:31] In contrast, Brink, limited his results by focusing only on empirical data.[footnoteRef:32] Lastly, this theme revealed that reflexivity served Blain’s methodology by allowing a fuller investigation of her aim.[footnoteRef:33] On the other hand, the exclusion of a reflexive section left unanswered the wellbeing of Brink’s participants.[footnoteRef:34] [29:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [30:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', pp. 83-84.]  [31:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [32:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 83.]  [33:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [34:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', pp. 82-84.] 


Theme Two: Insider/Outsider Continuum (826/750)
Both Brink and Blain's projects were shaped by their individual positions on the insider/outsider continuum. This theme will discuss their respective positions and how notions of belief were handled along this continuum. Additionally, this theme will examine ethical issues involving the researchers and participants.

Positioning 
Blain and Brink varied from one another in position along the insider/outsider continuum. Blain was critically aware that she was both insider and outsider.[footnoteRef:35] She stated that her choice was to ‘enter the world of the seidworker, as a native-speaker… but… ‘going native’ [was] not enough’.[footnoteRef:36] Instead, she sought to understand the community by understanding herself as ‘part/not part’ of it.[footnoteRef:37]  Brink did not distinctly mention his positioning along the insider/outsider continuum, but appeared to be an outsider based on the study’s parameters and description of the participants as teenage, Catholic female students.[footnoteRef:38] David Hufford urged that researches must be careful to distinguish ‘between the scholarly voice and the personal voice’ when they are involved with the participant.[footnoteRef:39] Additionally, Hennink, Hutter and Bailey mentioned the term ‘verstehen’ which involves understanding the data from an ‘interpretive framework’ of a population versus understanding from the ‘researcher’s own interpretative framework’.[footnoteRef:40] For Blain, the tension she demonstrated between the scholarly and personal voices indicated her awareness of her positioning along this continuum, and the nature of how she understood her participants by reflecting on herself as a participant.[footnoteRef:41] Brink, on the other hand, appeared limited by his interpretive framework as outsider and he did not attempt to mend the gap of investigating the participants’ ‘inconsistent beliefs’ by engaging their own interpretations in the study.[footnoteRef:42] [35:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [36:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [37:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [38:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 83.]  [39:  David J. Hufford, 'The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies', Western Folklore, vol. 54 (1995), p. 65.]  [40:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 16-17.]  [41:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [42:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', pp. 83-84.] 


Belief 
Both Brink and Blain engaged issues of belief along the insider/outsider continuum. Blain desired to avoid patronizing interpretations towards the community while navigating the western rationalist audience within academia, but she did so by navigating notions of belief indirectly.[footnoteRef:43] Instead of discussing the legitimacy of belief of spirits within the seidr community or conceding that spirits are real only to the extent that the community believes them to be so, she looked towards the relationships of the community with the spirits.[footnoteRef:44] In contrast, Brink dealt with the results of the beliefs of the students directly, by acknowledging the failure of his hypothesis and asserting the conclusion of a ‘tendency of some subjects’ to hold inconsistent beliefs.[footnoteRef:45] In discussing objectivity, Martyn Denscombe stated that researchers ‘have no way of standing outside’ their own ‘culture, social background and personal experiences’, and that their conceptual tools used to understand their objects of research can never be ‘neutral… instruments of discovery’.[footnoteRef:46] Within the papers, it appears that the researchers own biases and preoccupations emerged. Brink’s study could have been aided with research in the philosophical overlap of beliefs in astrology, Catholicism and reincarnation between participants. It is possible that through interviews, he could have discovered similar cosmological notions between these belief systems, but the conceptual tools he used to engage the student’s responses and adherence to literature restricted to the social sciences did not allow for these nuances. Similarly, Blain’s handling of belief was situated within her own dualistic experience of being participant and anthropologist. She did not look beyond her own ideas of belief nor invite in the opinions of the participants to illuminate the dual nature of her role.[footnoteRef:47] [43:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [44:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [45:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 82-83.]  [46:  Martyn Denscombe, Good Research Guide: For Small-Scale Social Research Projects (Berkshire: Open University Press, 2014 [1998]), p. 134.]  [47:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.] 


Ethical Issues 
There were ethical concerns embedded within both Blain and Brink’s research methods. Despite Blain’s overt reflexivity regarding her own positioning, there was no indication of protections towards the participants or their opinions towards her operating within dual roles as both anthropologist and participant within their community.[footnoteRef:48] Brink, in dealing with minors, did not indicate if the students had a choice regarding the extent of their participation.[footnoteRef:49] Linda Tuhiwai Smith claimed that it is important to ask ‘what processes are in place to support the research, the researched and the researcher’.[footnoteRef:50] Neither Brink nor Blain highlighted any processes to support their participants. Each group appeared vulnerable; the seidworkers exposed their spiritual practices and there was no indication that the minors in Brink’s study had any input in how study proceeded.[footnoteRef:51] Additionally there was no discussion about how the participants felt towards the nature of the projects themselves.[footnoteRef:52] This lack of defined processes of support was the largest weakness of both of their papers.  [48:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [49:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 82.]  [50:  Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed Books, 2012) p. 176.]  [51:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically' and Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 82.]  [52:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically' and Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief'.] 


Theme Summary
This theme examined Brink and Blain's individual positions along the insider/outsider continuum and their handling of ‘beliefs’. It found that for Blain, the tension she demonstrated between the scholarly and personal voices indicated her awareness of her positioning along this continuum.[footnoteRef:53] Brink, on the other hand, appeared limited by his interpretive framework as outsider and he did not attempt to investigate the participants’ interpretations of their ‘inconsistent beliefs’.[footnoteRef:54] Additionally, this theme examined ethical issues involving the researchers and participants. It found that neither Brink nor Blain highlighted any processes to support their participants. Further, there was no discussion about how the participants felt towards the nature of the projects themselves.[footnoteRef:55]  [53:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [54:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', pp. 83-84.]  [55:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically' and Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief'.] 



Theme Three: Literature 
This theme will explore the literature Blain and Brink integrated into their respective papers. This theme will also examine how their choice of literature may have reflected their personal philosophies. Lastly, this theme will determine if their literature supported their projects' aims.

Both Blain and Brink related their collected field work data to literature within a larger academic framework, but in limited degrees of success. Blain relied significantly on her own previous publications, citing herself seven times. She did cite other authors in anthropology, not to give competing or diverse arguments, but to support her own perspective regarding the concerns of being in the worlds of her participants and academia.[footnoteRef:56] Brink cited no religious, reincarnation or astrological sources, and made unfounded claims regarding notions of freewill, fatalism and karma being mutually exclusive within the parameters of these belief systems .[footnoteRef:57] Moreover, the literature he cited was limited to the social sciences, with several sources given at the beginning of his work which never were discussed later in his text.[footnoteRef:58] According to Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, developing a conceptual framework for a project is facilitated by literature, as existing literature allows you to ‘identify where it may add new knowledge,’ and focus within the wider field of study.[footnoteRef:59] Blain limited the impact of cultivating a wider field of study by not engaging with literature that may have been in contrast to her own point of view.[footnoteRef:60] Like Blain, Brink limited his reach of adding new knowledge to the areas of Christianity, reincarnation and astrology by not engaging academic sources in those areas, nor did he seek out literature to inform the claims regarding freewill, fatalism and karma across these belief systems.[footnoteRef:61] [56:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [57:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 82.]  [58:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 82.]  [59:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 33, 36-37.]  [60:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [61:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 82-85.] 


Both authors’ choices of literature reflected their philosophies within their papers. Blain contended with her place on the insider/outsider continuum and her literature reflects that with heavy reliance on her previous work.[footnoteRef:62] She stated that to her the ‘shaman becomes a metaphor for the ethnographer… moving through… worlds [and]… between levels of analysis’. [footnoteRef:63] Given his literature, Brink’s philosophy is not so much concerned with religion, afterlife or astrology, but the consistency of belief. Bell argued that a hypothesis in research is substantiated through data collected, but the researcher must be vigilant that their ‘own opinions’ or aims towards particular answers may demonstrate ‘unintended bias’.[footnoteRef:64] There was bias in the authors’ literature that upheld their philosophies, with Brink remaining embedded within the social sciences and Blain reliant on her previous work.[footnoteRef:65] Despite this potential bias, the literature the authors chose appropriately supported their respective aims given the scope of what they introduced.  [62:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [63:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [64:  Bell and Waters, Doing Your Research Project, pp. 11-12.]  [65:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically' and Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 85.] 


Conclusion 
This essay critically compared and contrasted two secondary sources via three themes: ‘methodology’, ‘the insider/outsider continuum’, and ‘literature’. It found Blain’s choice of a qualitative methodology served the complex relationship between both academia’s expectations of objectivity and its concerns with adopting beliefs of the culture of investigation.[footnoteRef:66] In contrast, by using only quantitative methods, Brink was unable to examine the root of his study’s evidence or results.[footnoteRef:67] Secondly, this essay found that for Blain, the tension she demonstrated between the scholarly and personal voices indicated her awareness of her positioning along this continuum.[footnoteRef:68] Brink, on the other hand, appeared limited by his interpretive framework as outsider and he did not attempt to investigate the participants’ interpretations of their ‘inconsistent beliefs’.[footnoteRef:69] Additionally, it found that neither Brink nor Blain highlighted any processes to support their participants. Further, there was no discussion about how the participants felt towards the nature of the projects themselves.[footnoteRef:70] Lastly, this essay found that Blain limited the impact of cultivating a wider field of study by not engaging with literature that may have been in contrast to her own point of view.[footnoteRef:71] Like Blain, Brink limited his reach of adding new knowledge to the areas of Christianity, reincarnation and astrology by not engaging academic sources in those areas.[footnoteRef:72]  [66:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [67:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', pp. 83-84.]  [68:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [69:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', pp. 83-84.]  [70:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically' and Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief'.]  [71:  Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically'.]  [72:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief', p. 82-85.] 
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