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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources

Introduction 
This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers, T. L Brink’s ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ (published in the journal Review of Religious Research in 1978), and J. Blain’s ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’ (published in Journal of The British Association for the Study of Religions in 2000). Both papers explore the relationship between belief and rationality yet approach them from diametrically opposed epistemological positions. Brink adopts a positivist, quantitative methodology rooted in twentieth- century social psychology that prioritises objectivity and consistency. Blain, by contrast, employs a reflexive, qualitative, experiential approach that challenges the assumptions of rationalist academia and prioritises lived experience. 
This essay argues that while Brink offers methodological clarity and empirical structure, his conceptualisation of belief is ultimately reductive and use of methodological framework ill-suited to the complexity of lived religion. Blain, though less conventionally structured, provides a more sophisticated epistemological engagement with lived religion and reflexivity, however, lacks objectivity and critical distance.
The intended audiences of the two works further illuminate their differences: Brink writes primarily for empirical social scientists and religious educators concerned with patterns of belief among adolescents, whereas Blain addresses an academic readership of anthropologists and scholars interested in the intersection of spirituality, reflexivity, and knowledge production. Ultimately, the contrast between these texts reflects a broader disciplinary shift from positivism’s pursuit of objective, measurable data towards interpretivism’s emphasis on meaning, context, and reflexivity.

Overview of Brink’s paper 
T. L. Brink, PhD, is a social scientist and professor of psychology and religious studies at Crafton Hills College, California.[footnoteRef:1] He completed his doctorate in Religion and Psychological studies from the university of Chicago in 1978 where his thesis was a psychological analysis of Joseph Smith – the founder of the religious group Mormonism.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  ‘Dr. TL Brink’, MSI Press, n.d. <https://msipress.com/authors/tl-brink/> [accessed 31 March 2026].]  [2:  T.L. Brink, Joseph Smith : A Study in Analytical Psychology /, n.d.] 

Brink’s paper, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, examines religious attitudes at a Catholic girl’s High School.[footnoteRef:3] The study tests a theoretically problematic hypothesis grounded in cognitive consistency theory, which assumes individuals cannot simultaneously hold two or more conflicting belief systems.[footnoteRef:4] To collect data, a structured questionnaire consisting of twelve statements about Roman Catholic doctrine, followed by one each on astrology and reincarnation, was distributed to 227 junior and senior students, in which respondents expressed their agreement to or against said statements. A chi-squares analysis is used to examine statistical significance.[footnoteRef:5] Brink hypothesises that because Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation are - according to social psychology - logically incompatible belief systems, respondents should accept only one and reject the others.[footnoteRef:6] The study results, however, show that many students endorse multiple belief systems. He concludes by offering functional reasoning behind the findings.[footnoteRef:7] [3:  T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 20.1 (1978), pp. 82–85, doi:10.2307/3509943.]  [4:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’. P.82]  [5:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 83.]  [6:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 82.]  [7:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, pp. 84–85.] 

The paper is concise, consisting of four pages systematically moving through the introduction, hypothesis, procedures and results, followed by a discussion and conclusion. Brink references appropriate 20th century scholarly sources and situates the hypothesis against the body of literature, providing a clear theoretical framing to the study.[footnoteRef:8] The logical structure Brink uses to analyse survey data and identify causal connections related to the hypothesis via numerical analysis, as described by Alan Bryman, reflects a quantitative research approach.[footnoteRef:9]   [8:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 82.]  [9:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, Contemporary Social Research Series (Routledge, 1988), 00018, 85041 <https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=21e8bdbd-af65-3351-a58d-8184dca647a1> [accessed 15 March 2026]. P. 18] 

From the information presented in the paper, although not explicitly mentioned, it is assumed that Brink is an outsider due to his position as a researcher and the age gap between himself and the study group. The ethical protocols are also not described - leaving room for speculation. No information has been provided for how he gained access to the group nor how the questionnaires were distributed other than stating they were administered during a compulsory class on religion.[footnoteRef:10] Brink presents himself as a neutral and objective observer, positioning his work within a positivist ontological and epistemological framework. As Bryman explains, this approach involves the application of a scientific framework within a social context, relying on observable evidence, developing theory from empirical data and testing hypothesis.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’. P.83]  [11:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, 00018. Pp. 14- 15] 


Overview of Blain’s paper
Jenny Blain is a retired senior lecturer of Sociology at Sheffield Hallam University, UK, where she taught qualitative research, epistemology, social theory and the sociology of religion.[footnoteRef:12] On her homepage she describes herself as an ‘anthropologist and writer, Heathen, and with a strong interest in shamanism and the practice of Seidr’.[footnoteRef:13] She has written extensively on Paganism, Seidr, Heathenry and Scottish Identities.[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  ‘Blogger: User Profile: Jenny Blain’, n.d. <https://www.blogger.com/profile/08594307535164059232> [accessed 30 March 2026].]  [13:  ‘Jenny’s Heathen Hearth’, n.d. <http://home.freeuk.net/jenny.blain/> [accessed 17 March 2026].]  [14:  Jenny blain, ‘Jenny Blain - Independent Researcher’, n.d. <https://independent.academia.edu/JennyBlain> [accessed 31 March 2026].] 

Blains paper ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, academia and rationality’ explores her ethnographic research with Seidr practitioners in North America and Europe and how this type of discourse often conflicts with academic expectations of rationality.[footnoteRef:15] Rather than testing a formal hypothesis, Blain engages with broader debates in anthropology, drawing on immersive ethnographic fieldwork and presenting detailed narratives of Seidr rituals and experiences - including her own. Blain identifies tensions between academic expectations of objectivity and practitioners embodied, spiritual understandings of reality, ultimately implying that experiential knowledge should be taken seriously and more represented within academic discourse. [15:  Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, Journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions, 6 (2000).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk225782390]At fourteen pages, Blain includes a diverse body of literature. She situates her research within its broader theoretical and cultural context whilst incorporating multiple first-person accounts from Seidr practitioners. The structure is deliberately non-linear and highly narrative, moving between experiential narrative, reflexive analysis and theoretical discussion in a way that mirrors her participants own movement between worlds. Methodologically, she adopts a qualitative approach, using participant observation, informal dialogue, and experiential engagement to understand the meanings participants bring to events. This reflects Hennink, Hutter and Bailey’s emphasis on using a qualitative approach to understand participant perspectives.[footnoteRef:16] Furthermore, her focus on lived experience, combined with a discursive approach that treats understanding as context-dependent, aligns Blains ontological and epistemological positioning with interpretivism.[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn (SAGE Publications, 2020). Pp. 10, 17]  [17:  Stephen Waters and Judith Bell, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-Time Researchers. (McGraw-Hill, 2024). Pp 26 - 27] 

Blain writes with high levels of reflexivity; she offers full transparency with regards to her positionality, addressing the concept of ‘going native’, the politics of belief, and the professional challenges of publishing work that engages with experiences often seemed ‘irrational’ within academia.[footnoteRef:18] While ethical procedures such as anonymity and consent are not explicitly detailed, they appear implicitly considered through a careful representation of participants voices and overall reflexivity. Her work is both emic and autoethnographic – combining practitioner testimony with her own trance narratives. This positions Blain simultaneously as an insider and an outsider: embedded with Seidr community, yet also critically engaged as an academic. [18:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.] 


Methodological validity.
Brinks research is grounded in the positivist paradigm, conceptualising belief as an objectively measurable variable. His use of structured questionnaires and statistical tools such as chi-square analysis seeks to generate generalisable psychological laws about belief consistency. His remit is clear – if people strive for cognitive consistency, logically incompatible belief systems should not exist.[footnoteRef:19] Brink positions the hypothesis directly against the body of literature and the results address whether the hypothesis was confirmed or not – in this case it was not confirmed. This approach provides methodological clarity as a primary strength. There are, however, weaknesses with his chosen approach. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey describe the purpose of the quantitative approach as to ‘quantify a research problem, to measure and count issues and to generalise these findings to a broader population.’[footnoteRef:20] This presents an issue with regards to generalisability in his chosen sample group: 227 all female, Catholic-educated adolescents of mainly working class Polish and Italian backgrounds.[footnoteRef:21] Although the sample size is relatively large, it comprises a highly specific group and is not representative of the general population due to its gender bias, age restriction, ethnic specificity, socioeconomic homogeneity and the fact that all respondents were Catholic educated, thereby limiting the generalisability of the findings.  [19:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 82.]  [20:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods. P. 17]  [21:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 83.] 

Furthermore, the use of surveys to examine religious attitudes is inherently problematic.[footnoteRef:22] His methodological choice imposes an observable, measurable framework onto belief systems that are rooted in meaning and personal experience. Bryman argues that using surveys to study individuals’ views of the world can be a misguided approach, with unstructured interviews offering a more suitable alternative.[footnoteRef:23] Brink’s reliance on a rationalist model of belief formation overlooks the complexity of lived religion, resulting in a lack on contextual understanding. [22:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 82.]  [23:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, 00018. Pp 123 - 124] 

Blain’s qualitative approach, by contrast, begins with a personal anecdote about identifying herself as an anthropologist while travelling to a wedding ritual, immediately situating the analysis within lived experience.[footnoteRef:24] Instead of synthetising data from a large study group into a numerical chart to achieve statistical representativeness, her data is intentionally rich in detail – allowing the voices of her participants to be heard authentically from within the research - requiring fewer participants to achieve contextual depth.[footnoteRef:25] Through this approach, Blain generated multiple instances of ‘thick descriptions’, a concept originally developed by Clifford Geertz, as described by Hennink Hutter and Bailey, in which detailed, layered accounts of social action are used to uncover the meanings individuals attach to their practice.[footnoteRef:26] These descriptions move beyond surface level observation, allowing a relative understanding to human behaviour. This enabled a deeper, contextually grounded understanding of belief and practice – insights that Brinks quantitative study was unable to capture. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey describe the aims of qualitative research being to understand meaning from the participants’ perspectives and situate it within lived experience and broader social context - an aim Blain achieves through her choice of methodology - leaving it highly appropriate.[footnoteRef:27] [24:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, p. 2.]  [25:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods. P.17]  [26:  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation Of Cultures (Basic Books, 1973). Cited in Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 240.]  [27:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods. P.10] 


Use of literature 
The two studies differ significantly in their use of literature and theoretical integration. Brinks literature review is concise and linear, drawing primarily on acknowledged figures in social psychology such as Festinger, Heider, and Rokeach, embedding his study within cognitive consistency theory. This creates theoretical clarity but conceptual narrowness: belief is treated purely as a psychological attitude rather than a culturally embedded process. Consisting of only four pages, the brief reference list and absence of engagement with other perspectives limit the scope of the project. Furthermore, Bell and Waters cite Verma and Beard, who argue that a critical literature review should summarise existing knowledge whilst also creating scope for an advancing understanding.[footnoteRef:28] This depth of insight is not possible in brinks study - Brinks engagement with literature serves to justify his hypothesis rather than to critically analyse assumptions in the field. [28:  Gajendra K. Verma and Ruth M. Beard, What Is Educational Research? Perspectives on Techniques of Research (Gower, 1981), p. 10. Cited in Waters and Bell, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-Time Researchers., p. 152.] 

Blain draws on a diverse interdisciplinary body of literature including classic shamanism, the anthropology of consciousness, reflexive and experiential anthropology, postmodern ethnography, feminist critiques and contemporary scholarship on neo-shamanism and Seidr. Her narrative weaves theory and data together rather than separating them into distinct sections, mirroring a discursive approach which, according to Bell and Waters’ explanation of interpretivist theory, understands reality as constructed through language.[footnoteRef:29] Although this reduces structural clarity, it enhances conceptual richness and demonstrates engagement with contemporary debates surrounding embodiment, rationality, and religious practice which are highly relevant to her data. [29:  Waters and Bell, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-Time Researchers., p. 26. P.339] 


Researcher positionality
Brink presents himself as a detached, objective outsider, consistent with traditional positivist ideals - described by Bell and Waters as being ‘removed from the phenomenon under study’.[footnoteRef:30] However, Brink states in a footnote of a 1976 journal article – the same time his study data was collected – that he is a practicing Roman Catholic.[footnoteRef:31] His Catholic identity remains unacknowledged in the study, highlighting a lack of personal reflexivity – defined by Hennink, Hutter and Bailey as the researchers critical reflection on how their own backgrounds and assumptions may shape the research process and influence data collection.[footnoteRef:32] Blain, writing two decades later, approaches positionality as an asset to the study, explicitly situating herself as both participant and observer, acknowledging her dual identity as practitioner and anthropologist. In doing so, she allows readers to assess how her perspective shapes interpretation. Where Brink conceals subjectivity to maintain scientific authority, Blain foregrounds it, exemplifying interpretive paradigm’s emergence as a reaction to positivism, as described by Hennink, Hutter and Bailey.[footnoteRef:33] Blains dual insider – outsider role enables deeper engagement with participants while also challenging traditional means of knowledge production. However, her position as a complete participant may compromise objectivity. As Hennink Hutter and Bailey note, participant observation requires the researcher to ‘maintain a sufficient distance to observe the situation’, Blain’s deep personal resonance with the practice potentially blurs this boundary, introducing the risk of bias and limiting critical detachment.[footnoteRef:34] [30:  Waters and Bell, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-Time Researchers., p. 28.]  [31:  T. L. Brink, ‘Joseph Smith: The Verdict of Depth Psychology’, Journal of Mormon History, 3 (1976), p. 73. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 83.]  [32:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods. P.19]  [33:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.14.]  [34:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 181.] 

These contrasting limitations reflect broader philosophical differences, as described by Bell and Waters. Brink operates within a realist ontology, assuming a single measurable reality, while Blain adopts a relativist stance, recognising multiple coexisting realities shaped by cultural context.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Waters and Bell, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-Time Researchers., p. 25. p27] 


Conclusion
Brink and Blain stand as opposite ends of the methodological spectrum: one testing belief through statistical logic, the other embodying belief through reflexive ethnography. Brink’s quantitative design offers clarity and simplicity, yet his reduction of religion to measurable variables exposes the limits of positivism when faced with the plurality of faith. Blains project, conversely, achieves conceptual depth and ethical sensitivity through immersion and self-disclosure, but risks analytical subjectivity and the loss of critical distance. In terms of validity, Brinks study exhibits methodological rigour but conceptual limitations, whereas Blain’s demonstrates conceptual depth yet methodologically fragile.
This contrast reflects more than just a difference in approach; it highlights a wider shift in the study of religion - from seeking universal, measurable explanations to interpreting meanings shaped by context, and from detached observation to more engaged, embodied understanding. Ultimately, which approach is considered “better” depends on one’s epistemological position - whether knowledge is viewed as objective and measurable or as something co-constructed through experience. Taken together, these studies show that neither strict objectivity nor full immersion alone leads to complete understanding; instead, strong research emerges when quantitative methods and interpretive approaches are used in combination. Therefore, rather than viewing these approaches in opposition, a more comprehensive understanding may be achieved by integrating quantitative and interpretive methods.
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