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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources

INTRODUCTION

This essay critically compares and contrasts two research papers. The two papers chosen are 
J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality,’ DISKUS Volume 6 (2000) and T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,’ Review of Religious Research, 20, 1978. An overview of each paper will be provided, followed by their comparison and contrasting with particular attention to the methodologies, reflexivity, structure, findings and ethics of each. 

OVERVIEW
	
	Jenny Blain’s paper researches Seidr, an ‘ecstatic practice’ as she puts its.[footnoteRef:1] It is shamanistic, and based on pre-Christian rituals described in the Icelandic Sagas, and thus constitutes what Blain terms ‘reconstructed religious tradition.’[footnoteRef:2] Seidr ceremonies involve a seer, flanked by an audience, entering a trance state to contact the spirit world and discern the course of future events. Her findings emerge as experiential accounts of Seidr rituals from participants, both seer and audience members, which are integrated into the study. One of those accounts is her own, positioning herself as both an insider and an academic outsider, and her research as both qualitative and phenomenological.  Along with the lack of a formal structure, this gives the study a more narrative, flowing, almost journalistic and literary feel. This is further reinforced by the relatively secondary importance of the accounts, as she refers extensively to the challenges involved in the study of Seidr, and how these can be addressed appropriately.  [1:  Blain, J. Nine Worlds of Seid-Magic Ecstasy and Neo-Shamanism in North European Paganism, London: Routledge, 2001, p. 3.]  [2:  Blain, J. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, DISKUS, Volume 6, 2000, Introduction. ] 


	Terry L. Brink’s paper researches the beliefs of 227 Catholic high school students in three different belief sets, namely: Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology and reincarnation. Brink hypothesises that these three beliefs are ‘logically incompatible’ – and thus mutually exclusive – so he anticipates the schoolgirls will only express belief in one.[footnoteRef:3] His quantitative results did not confirm the hypothesis, and are presented in tabulated form in a dedicated section. Positioned as an outsider, Brink obtained the results via a questionnaire, and the table shows different statements with which the students could either agree, or disagree. More emphasis is placed on the results and how to explain them, though he makes one recommendation for future research. It is, however, focused on a subject for future study, rather than appropriate methodology. In further contrast to Blain, his paper is more formally structured into separate sections, reading like an academic study, but like Blain also lacking in a formal conclusion. Both papers study personal religious beliefs, and touch on the topic of fate: either through divination, or in astrology which tends to imply it. [3:  Brink, T. L. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, 1978, p. 82.] 


METHODOLOGY

	The methodologies of both papers differ substantially, and to a greater extent than the respective qualitative and quantitative approaches intrinsically suggest. Blain grounds her methodology in Postmodernism, which enables her to ‘present seidr experiences as participants’ discursive understanding’ while taking into account a Feminist critique of ethnography.[footnoteRef:4] This justifies her dual role as both an academic researcher into, and an insider informer on, rituals predicated on the belief in a spirit world which academics would perceive as ‘irrational.’[footnoteRef:5] An adequate but not extensive literature review aids in framing her methodology. Particularly with regard to how her choice of a qualitative, phenomenological approach enables her to avoid, as she puts it, ‘being at odds with … her participants’[footnoteRef:6] and thus takes into account the ‘specific constructions of interpretations that each person, ethnographer included, engages in and with’[footnoteRef:7] so that the ‘need for multiple, situated narratives becomes evident.’[footnoteRef:8]  [4:  Blain, J. ‘Speaking Shamanistically,’ Introduction.]  [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Ibid, Shamans and Anthropologists.]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  Ibid, Seidr and The Anthropologist.] 


Three accounts are subsequently provided in part or in full. Two are from insider practitioners, of which one is a generalised account of the informer’s typical Seidr séance, and the other of a specific séance, and the third is her own. Whether these were originally written, or expressed orally and then transcribed, is not specified. Neither is consideration of whether the varied but limited number of accounts are sufficient, especially as she acknowledges Seidr itself has a contested status among wider members of this re-constructed religious tradition. Her methodology is thus extensively but not comprehensively discussed and explained, and specifics are lacking. 

	Brink’s methodology is, in contrast, quantitative, and takes the form of a questionnaire with fourteen concisely-formulated statements like ‘There is a God’ or ‘I believe in astrology.’[footnoteRef:9] The subjects could either agree or disagree with each: no other options, including a neutral response, were available. Brink does not explain or justify this methodological choice, particularly with regards to why a more qualitative approach, perhaps including more open ended questions, was not included. Other scholars have noted qualitative methods would have aided in providing Brink with a more accurate mapping of respondents’ beliefs.[footnoteRef:10] The large sample size, of 227 school girls roughly 16-18 years of age, does admittedly tend to preclude a more qualitative approach like Blain’s highly personalised accounts, yet this opportunity is missed. While as an adult male Brink obviously could not operate as an insider to the studied group in the same manner as Blain could, the implications are not considered or accounted for. Like Blain, the statistical significance of the sample size is not addressed. Unlike Blain, the manner in which the questionnaire and methodology may have affected the results, which he admits surprised him, is never considered. In further contrast to Blain, the literature review fails to frame his approach, though unlike her textually-embedded accounts, he provides information on how and where the questionnaires were distributed – to students in a required course on religion at a northwest Chicago Catholic Girl’s school – and when, namely June 1976. Brink positions his study in the realm of social psychology and previous efforts to isolate factors relating to what he terms ‘cognitive consistency,’ which helps to mitigate the lack of a clearly stated research purpose in the vein of Blain. [footnoteRef:11]  [9:  Brink, T. L. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls,’ p. 83.]  [10:  Bergbom, B., Bjcsrkqvist K., Holm N. G. ‘World-View and Personality’, Archive for the Psychology of Religion / Archiv für Religionspychologie, 21 (1), 1994, p. 187.]  [11:  Brink, T. L. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls,’ p. 82.] 



REFLEXIVITY

Blain’s personal bias is acknowledged and proactively mitigated in her budding methodology. In fact, one could argue formulating and developing an appropriate methodology for the study of Seidr is the paper’s core purpose, rather than providing first hand information on Seidr practice. Reflecting on the paper and tending to support this notion, Blain later observed that she was ‘exploring ways to express my experiences, linking the communities of shamanists and seidworkers, and academics.’[footnoteRef:12] Like Seidr practitioners interacting with spirits, she moves between multiple worlds. Brink, on the other hand, reveals his own unacknowledged bias while characterising the three studied belief systems. For example, he states that astrology is purely fatalist. Brink does not demonstrate Blain’s reflexivity in acknowledging what she aptly terms specific constructions of interpretations. Brink furthermore fails to identify his Western cultural bias and how this affects his conception of cognitive inconsistency, a bias which Natoor and Shoshana characterise as holding ‘that the first goal in psychological development is to establish a coherent sense of self …. Western cultures advocate a strong, independent and unified self, whereas other cultures emphasize interdependence.’[footnoteRef:13] Brink’s hypothesis is clearly founded on this assumption. In part, this can be understood in the context of the 1978 publication date when such bias considerations were scarcer than they were in 2000 for Blain, yet the lack of any reflexivity on his behalf does contrast sharply with Blain’s extensive deliberations on the matter. Nevertheless, Brink’s paper’s also ultimately encouraged the re-consideration of past approaches to the research field, and the formulation of new ones. Deconchy, referring to Blain’s study and  a handful of others, highlights its catalysing effect : ‘the extraordinary plasticity of the religious attitude’ demonstrated by studies like Brink’s ‘may be responsible for a reappraisal of conceptual tools that have been considered self-evident.’[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Blain, J. Nine Worlds, p. 2. ]  [13:  Natoor M, Shoshana A. “Open” reincarnation stories: The dialectic between doubt and certainty. Transcultural Psychiatry. 2025;0(0), p. 7. ]  [14:  Deconchy, J. P. ‘Non-experimental and experimental methods in the psychology of religion: a few thoughts on their implications and limits’, Advances in the Psychology of Religion, Pergamon, 1985, p. 85.] 


STRUCTURE

	In terms of structure, Brink’s paper is certainly more organised and logically delineated. Blain’s paper starts with an abstract and introduction, which broadly sketch out the methodology and research aims. But from then on, it meanders between autobiographical details informing reflexive considerations, overviews of Seidr, methodological considerations and academic rationale, which are interspersed throughout with the three practitioners’ accounts. The account from one practitioner is even divided between two sections, though in a sense the accounts are woven in as the flow of the paper is carefully designed around them. Despite the idiosyncratic structure there is a continuity in the discussion which ensures the paper reads smoothly. Yet there is no conclusion to speak of, just a rather poetic consideration acting more like a literary device.

	While Brink also lacks a proper conclusion summarising the findings, his closing statements do attempt to explain the results, specifically the reasons why his hypothesis might not have been confirmed. This is done without the reflexivity of Blain’s final wrap-up. He has a much clearer and scientific structure, beginning with an introduction providing the methodology and hypothesis, with good referencing providing an academic rationale grounded in social psychology. The following section outlines the hypothesis, which is entirely absent in Blain’s paper due its fundamentally different nature, followed by a section covering the procedure of administering the questionnaire and the results obtained. The final section, entitled ‘Discussion and Conclusions,’ attempts to explain why the hypothesis was not confirmed. Extensive referencing to relevant research is provided, more thoroughly than in Blain. The clear, logical structure make Brink’s paper more organised and as a result it reads more organically. Though Blain’s paper does flow smoothly around its meanders, Brink’s is better integrated and structured, flowing more strongly and directly to an explicative, rather than subjective, closing paragraph. 

FINDINGS
	Blain’s results are expressed in the form of three accounts of shamanic trances. The first two accounts are from insider practitioners, and the last is her own, though this is only revealed later to highlight and underline the insider/outsider dynamics. She states Seidr is contested, and practices and experiences thus individually and culturally subjective. As she explains, ‘Each seidworker has her or his own descriptions,’ it is ‘not one event or sensation.’[footnoteRef:15] Brink finds that what he considers monolithically ‘incompatible beliefs’ are in actuality not mutually exclusive: ‘believers in astrology or reincarnation are not significantly less likely to express a belief’ in Catholicism.[footnoteRef:16] The explanations he provides for this are of limited value as a reflexive evaluation of the study is absent, unlike Blain. The opportunity to consider pitfalls, like the fact the students’ answers may have been influenced by a fear their teachers might read them, is missed. For example, as Matthew, Franks and Bauer suggest, seemingly irreconcilable beliefs might help their adherents move between different social levels and worlds in a way that allows ‘for public consent and private dissent.’[footnoteRef:17]  Brink is unable to move beyond his field of social psychology for explanation, a rigidness which is absent in Blain. [15:  Blain, J. ‘Speaking Shamanistically,’ Seidr and The Anthropologist.]  [16:  Brink, T. L. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls,’ p. 84.]  [17:  Hall, Matthew S, Franks, Bradley, and Bauer, Martin W. ‘Dialogicality and Conspiracy Theory: The Coexistence of Conspiracist and Non‐Conspiracist Beliefs’, European Journal of Social Psychology, 55.2, 2025, p. 321.] 


	However, both base themselves on historical received ideas which, by not being challenged, weaken their findings. Blain reveals one of the informers, a gay man, faces stigma for his Seidr participation as this was originally seen by the community as ‘something women could do.’[footnoteRef:18] She misses the opportunity for a Feminist critique of how the ‘self-consciously’ constructed communities, and their basis in the Icelandic sagas written by a Christian monk, may in fact – by attributing gender roles to seidr and its original practitioners – be reflecting an introduced Christian bias. J.R. King analyses that ‘all the written references we have were written by men … which would be utterly unreceptive to the notion of women acting as priests or wielding real religious power, but which might well accord them the important but lesser role of prophetess, associated with feminine intuition.’[footnoteRef:19] Strabo recorded that Cimbrian priestesses, likely antecedents to the Norse, were also seers, and sacrificed prisoners for their divination.[footnoteRef:20] This lack of historiographical reflexivity weakens the ability of the seidworker to be, as Blain says, ‘active in the creation of both community and knowledge’ not restricted by Catholic gender roles.[footnoteRef:21]  Brink, similarly, would have done well to consider the Neoplatonist tendencies of Christianity in its early centuries, in which reincarnation or metempsychosis were not as incompatible as he assumes. Many pre-Aquinian, uncatholic Christian sects like the Cathars also held these ostensibly contradictory beliefs.  [18:  Blain, J. ‘Speaking Shamanistically,’ Shaman and Anthropologists.]  [19:  King, J.R. The Celtic Druids' year: seasonal cycles of the ancient Celts, London: Blandford, 1994, pp. 88-89.]  [20:  Strabo, Geography, Volume III: Books 6-7. Translated by Horace Leonard Jones. Loeb Classical Library 182. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1924, p. 171.]  [21:  Blain, J. ‘Speaking Shamanistically,’ Shaman and Anthropologists.] 


ETHICS 

	Blain places more emphasis on ethics than Brink, her entire methodological approach is founded upon not passing judgment on Seidr participants, or as she puts it theorising ‘from within ‘irrational’ discourses.’[footnoteRef:22] Her accounts appear to have been freely given in knowledge of the intended purpose: indeed, she is uncomfortable sharing her account wholly and thus does not. The same cannot be said of Brink, it appears participation was as mandatory as the class. There is no mention of whether students understood the purpose, and the (unclarified) confidentiality of their responses. Blain is also somewhat exposed to this last charge: she appears to provide the real first names and identifying information for all her participants. [22:  Blain, J. ‘Speaking Shamanistically,’ Seidr and the Anthropologist.] 


CONCLUSION
	
	Both papers are concerned with religious beliefs, however the similarities beyond this are few. They both make recommendations for future research and catalysed a re-consideration of research methodologies, yet display a cavalier approach to participants’ confidentiality. Furthermore, the logistics of data obtention are not fully clarified. Each is weakened by not considering the statistical significance of the samples, as well as the historiography of their operative assumptions. Both read smoothly, yet finally, neither has a proper conclusion. There is a neutral ground in the quality of referencing, for which both demonstrate aptness, yet Brink’s is more extensive. On the other hand, contrasts between the papers abound. Blain is both an insider and outsider, utilising a qualitative, phenomenological approach with small samples while Brink is purely an outsider, utilising a quantitative methodology based on a large sample. Blain has no hypothesis and lacks a formal structure, while Brink has both. Yet Brink is biased, and lacks reflexive consideration, while Blain’s paper is primarily concerned with overcoming bias through reflexive consideration. This is due in part to Brink’s basis in 20th Century Social Psychology, while Blain has a more contemporary basis in Postmodernism and Feminist critique. As a result, Brink’s paper is more problematic than Blain’s, even though Blain’s is not entirely devoid of issues. The papers are, as Brink might put it, logically incompatible at first glance, yet more nuanced analysis does reveal some similarities.   
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