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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources

Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts two secondary source papers: T.L. Brink’s ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology and Reincarnation’ published in Review of Religious Research in 1978[footnoteRef:1], and Jenny Blain’s ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality,’ published in DISKUS in 2000.[footnoteRef:2] Both scholars considered whether and how individuals can hold multiple epistemological perspectives simultaneously, but used different methodological approaches to understand the topic. This essay explores the affordances and limitations of each researcher’s methodology. [1:  Brink, T. L. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, vol. 20, no. 1, 1978, pp. 82–85. <https://doi.org/10.2307/3509943> [accessed 02 March 2023]]  [2:  Blain, Jenny, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality,’ in DISKUS, Vol 6, (2000) <https://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/diskus1-6/blain.txt> [accessed 02 March 2023]] 


‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls’ critical analysis of methodology 

Research Design: Context, Structure, and Methodology
Dr. T.L. Brink lives in southern California.[footnoteRef:3] He has served as faculty at Crafton Hills College since 1989 in Psychology and Religious Studies,[footnoteRef:4] and has published hundreds of articles on topics such as mental disorders, religious phenomena, and qualitative research methods.[footnoteRef:5] ‘Inconsistent of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls’ was published in 1978 during his time in northern California.  [3:  ‘T.L. Brink,’ Crafton Hill College (2023) <https://www.craftonhills.edu/this-is-crafton/profiles/tl-brink.php> [accessed 05 March 2023]]  [4:  ‘T.L. Brink,’ Academia.com (2023) <https://craftonhills.academia.edu/TLBrink> [accessed 05 March 2023]]  [5:  ‘Selected Works of T. L. Brink,’ bepress (2023) <https://works.bepress.com/tlbrink/> [accessed 05 March 2023]] 

In ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls,’ Brink employed the qualitative research cycle, presenting a hypothesis, conducting a questionnaire, discussing the results, and drawing conclusions for further research. The fieldwork reflected a positivist paradigm, emphasizing ‘the objective measurement of social issues.’[footnoteRef:6] Because ‘simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible,’ Brink hypothesized participants would ‘show an acceptance of only one of these three belief sets.’[footnoteRef:7] Brink did not articulate working definitions for astrology or reincarnation, so the hypothesis relied on popular understandings of these beliefs, which weakened the research design. For instance, Brink’s hypothesis rested on the claim that astrology promotes ‘fate being determined by the stars,’[footnoteRef:8] but fate is not a universal belief of astrology, as Lehoux attested.[footnoteRef:9] The questionnaire failed to detect whether participants held fate among their astrological beliefs.  [6:  Bailey, Ajay, Monique Hennink, and Inge Hutter, Qualitative Research Methods, (London, California, New Delhi, Singapore: SAGE Publications, 2011), p. 14]  [7:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,’ p. 82]  [8:  Brink, p. 82]  [9:  Lehoux, Daryn, ‘Tomorrow’s News Today: Astrology, Fate, and the Way Out.’ Representations, vol. 95, no. 1 (2006) pp. 105–22 <https://doi.org/10.1525/rep.2006.95.1.105> [Accessed 09 March 2023], p. 106] 

Participants were 227 students at the College of Notre Dame in Belmont, CA, a Catholic girls’ high school. ‘Whomever was present in religion class’ participated.[footnoteRef:10] The sample of participants raises ethical concerns. First, minors under 18 cannot legally provide informed consent.[footnoteRef:11] Second, given the school setting, participants may have experienced participation obligated or coerced, rather than voluntary.  [10:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,’ p. 83]  [11:  ‘Human Research Protection Program,’ University of California San Francisco, (2023) <https://irb.ucsf.edu/children-and-minors-research> [Accessed 10 March 2023]] 

The questionnaire included 14 statements, 12 about different aspects of Catholic doctrine, one stating belief in astrology and another in reincarnation.’[footnoteRef:12] The statements about Catholicism had more nuanced detail than those about astrology or reincarnation. These beliefs were last, and were treated as monolithic, which could signal lesser importance. Results were analyzed for statistical significance, indicating how many reported ‘a belief in both’ doctrines – Catholic and reincarnation or astrology.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,’ p. 83]  [13:  Brink, p. 83] 


Research Analysis and Researcher Reflexivity
The discussion presented further compromises to the research’s integrity. The results disproved the hypothesis, as many participants reported to hold multiple beliefs. However, Brink’s discussion of results reinforced the theory that participants’ beliefs were logically inconsistent, rather than questioning the hypothesis. This suggests confirmation bias, described by Koslowski and Maqueda as the way researchers ‘cling to their theories in the face of disconfirming data that call for the theories to be rejected.’[footnoteRef:14] In the face of disconfirming results, Brink did not question the dominant theory. [14:  Koslowski, Barbara, and Mariano Maqueda, ‘What Is Confirmation Bias and When Do People Actually Have It?’ Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, vol. 39, no. 1, 1993, pp. 104–30. <http://www.jstor.org/stable/23087302> [Accessed 10 March 2023] p. 104-105] 

Though the initial literature review was brief, in the discussion section, Brink introduced a wide mix of social psychology theory. From Piker’s research on ‘Thai religion,’[footnoteRef:15] and theories of social marginality that proposed ‘the higher the index of marginality, the greater the likelihood of belief in astrology,’ to Erickson’s research attributing incompatible belief ‘to the confusion and uncertainty of the developmental stage,’ and functionalist explanations positing the ‘purpose of beliefs is to protect the ego by reinterpreting situations with which the ego cannot cope,’[footnoteRef:16] all the theories referenced suggested multiple beliefs to be a feature of marginality, or a dysfunction. Rather than suggesting further research into participants’ emic[footnoteRef:17] understanding, Brink remained within etic perspective that reinscribed belief inconsistency as a sign of dysfunction. This reflects the limits of positivist paradigm, ‘which essentially separates the researcher from the researched’ and ‘ignores their humanness.’[footnoteRef:18] As Mostowlansky and Rota explain ‘etic perspective remains blind to the many events that appear similar on the surface, but differ profoundly.’[footnoteRef:19] Both Brink’s questionnaire and the discussion ignored participants’ emic understanding, and the conclusions were accordingly misguided.  [15:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,’ p. 84]  [16:  Brink, p. 84-85]  [17:  Mostowlansky, Till, and Andrea Rota, ‘A Matter of Perspective? Disentangling the Emic-Etic Debate in the Scientific Study of Religion\s.’ Method & Theory in the Study of Religion, vol. 28, no. 4/5, 2016, pp. 317–36 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/44645818> [accessed 12 March 2023] p. 320]  [18:  Bailey, Hennink, and Hutter, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 14]  [19:   Mostowlansky and Rota, ‘A Matter of Perspective? Disentangling the Emic-Etic Debate in the Scientific Study of Religion\s,’ p. 323] 

Brink did not provide a statement of reflexivity or describe his professional, social and religious position. Notably, the reader was not informed whether Brink was the participants’ teacher. Overwhelmingly, research shows that the researcher’s ‘identity and background influence how the interviewee responds in qualitative research,’ for which Brink did not account.[footnoteRef:20] The reader can infer Brink is an outsider in gender, age, and role within the institution since he is not a young, female student. He may be an insider in other ways, as a member of the school community and through his own religious beliefs. Overall, the lack of reflexivity or consideration for participants’ emic knowledge misled the analysis and undermined Brink’s conclusions.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Bailey, Hennink, and Hutter, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 122]  [21:  Mostowlansky and Rota, ‘A Matter of Perspective? Disentangling the Emic-Etic Debate in the Scientific Study of Religion\s,’ p. 320] 


‘Speaking Shamanistically’ critical analysis of methodology 

Research Design: Context, Structure, and Methodology
Dr. Jenny Blain is from Scotland and has lived and worked in Canada and the UK.[footnoteRef:22] She identifies an ‘anthropologist and writer,’ and also ‘Heathen,’[footnoteRef:23] and has published primarily about Paganisms, Heathenry, sacred landscapes, and Scottish identities.[footnoteRef:24] Blain was senior lecturer at Sheffield Hallam University when she wrote ‘Speaking Shamanistically.’[footnoteRef:25] She published the paper in DISKUS, the Journal for the British Association on the Study of Religions[footnoteRef:26] after sharing an earlier version during the Ohio State University Folklore Center conference.[footnoteRef:27]  [22:  ‘Dr. Jenny Blain,’ Prydein Press: The Magic of Words, <http://prydeinpress.com/dr-jenny-blain/> [accessed 08 March 2023]]  [23:  ‘My Sheffield Hearth,’ (2004) <http://home.freeuk.net/jenny.blain/> [accessed 08 March 2023]]  [24:  ‘Dr. Jenny Blain,’ Prydein Press: The Magic of Words.]  [25:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality.’]  [26:  ‘DISKUS,’ The journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions (BASR) <https://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/> [accessed 11 March 2023]]  [27:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality,’ p. 7] 

 ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ employed a circular, narrative structure, and an interpretivist paradigm.[footnoteRef:28] Blain discussed her relationship with the shamanistic practice of seidr, ‘described in the Icelandic sagas.’[footnoteRef:29] She recounted declaring ‘I am an anthropologist!’ to a customs officer, a declaration that became the topic of Blain’s personal reflection and critical analysis throughout.[footnoteRef:30] Blain alternated between ethnographic accounts as an ‘informed outsider might create,’[footnoteRef:31] and more ‘impressionistic’ practitioner accounts.[footnoteRef:32] She weighed the ethics of her dual positionings and epistemologies, explaining, ‘until recently I relied on interview accounts’ even though the experiences were ‘her own.’[footnoteRef:33] She outsourced qualitative description because it was ‘safer’ and ‘didn’t expose’ her as an insider.[footnoteRef:34] Blain also questioned the ethics the uncritical seidr participant. Seidr ‘is not experienced identically by all who engage with it,’ she acknowledged. Social and political disputes exist within the heathen community,[footnoteRef:35] so ethnography’s tendency to uncritically accept participants’ emic knowledge is ‘patronizing’ and biased.[footnoteRef:36] Blain concluded by coming-out as insider: ‘my choice is to enter the world of the seidworker’ and maintain ‘its links to the “outside” world.’[footnoteRef:37] [28:  Bailey, Hennink, and Hutter, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 9]  [29:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality,’ p. 2]  [30:  Blain, p. 1]  [31:  Blain, p. 3]  [32:  Blain, p. 4]  [33:  Blain, p. 4]  [34:  Blain, p. 4]  [35:  Blain, p. 4]  [36:  Blain, p. 6]  [37:  Blain, p. 7] 

Methodologically, Blain called ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ a reflective paper ‘rooted in experiential research.’[footnoteRef:38] However, it cannot be considered ethnographic research about seidr, because the focus of the paper was not on seidr, but Blain’s experience as ethnographer. Herein lies the central confusion of Blain’s work. ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ is better understood as autoethnography. Though the paper included thick description of seidr gathered through ethnographic research,[footnoteRef:39] the discussion ultimately focused Blain’s position as ethnographer. Functionally, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ is autoethnography of an ethnographer’s journey, most relevant to an audience of ethnographers. [38:  Blain, p. 1]  [39:  Bailey, Hennink, and Hutter, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 49] 


Analysis: Research Discussion and Researcher Reflexivity
The paper’s ethnographic research purpose is not clear. First, although Blain situated herself within ethnographic debates, there was no coherent literature review.[footnoteRef:40] Second, Blain wove the topic of gender throughout, but did not analyze the theme directly. Her analysis, therefore, lacked commitment as an ethnography of seidr. Third, the conclusions were limited to the personal; ‘to me,’ she wrote, ‘the shaman becomes a metaphor for the ethnographer of postmodern societies.’[footnoteRef:41] Blain did not attempt to code or analyze the descriptions of seidr as ethnographic data, but rather as data on her experiences as an ethnographer.  [40:  Blain, p. 6]  [41:  Blain, p. 7] 

But, Bochner’s description of autoethnography does apt contextualize Blain’s research.[footnoteRef:42] Autoethnography emerged because ethnographers, ‘longed to use and/or develop forms of expressing lived experiences in which we wouldn’t have to suppress our own subjectivity…would feel free to reflect on the consequences of our work not only for others but also for ourselves’ and where ’all parts of ourselves…could be voiced and integrated.’[footnoteRef:43] This is what ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ attempted. Blain centered her subjectivity and the consequences of her ethnographic work, and sought integration of ethnographer and participant ‘that approaches wholeness.’[footnoteRef:44] Reflexivity was the topic. This, too, is consistent with autoethnography, as ‘greater self-awareness and self-reflexivity are both the gifts and the afflictions’ of the methodology.[footnoteRef:45] Evaluating Blain’s paper as autoethnographic research, its conclusions are appropriate. However, Blain did not identify her research as autoethnographic, which complicates this analysis of her research.  [42:  Bochner, Arthur, P, ‘Heart of the Matter: A Mini-Manifesto for Autoethnography.’ International Review of Qualitative Research, vol. 10, no. 1 (2017) pp. 67–80 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/26372241> [Accessed 9 March 2023] ]  [43:  Bochner, ‘Heart of the Matter: A Mini-Manifesto for Autoethnography,’ p. 68]  [44:  Blain ‘Speaking Shamanistically,’ p, 7]  [45:  Bochner, ‘Heart of the Matter: A Mini-Manifesto for Autoethnography,’ p. 71] 


Comparing and Contrasting the researchers’ approaches

Contrasts
Blain’s ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ and Brink’s ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls’ represent distinct philosophical positions within qualitative research. They have different disciplinary backgrounds, methodological approaches, writing structures, and conclusions. Each author’s choices reflect, to some extent, the academic norms of the era. ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ was published 22 years after ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls.’ As Mostowlansky and Rota explain, ‘the 1980s, in the context of postmodernism and the “reflexive turn,” were marked by a fundamental critique of etic approaches and the presumption of scientific objectivity.’[footnoteRef:46] Brink published his paper before the turn to reflexivity, whereas Blain published well after reflexivity became the norm.  [46:  Mostowlansky and Rota, ‘A Matter of Perspective? Disentangling the Emic-Etic Debate in the Scientific Study of Religion\s,’ p. 324] 

The differences between the researchers’ approaches cannot merely be attributed to academic trends, though. Disciplinarily, Brink’s background is in psychology, Blain’s in ethnography, and this came to bear in their methodologies.[footnoteRef:47] Blain relied on interpretation of phenomenological description,[footnoteRef:48] and Brink relied on objective survey results. Brink’s hypothesis was narrow and specific; Blain’s inquiry was meandering and exploratory. Where Blain emphasized reflexivity as a site of research, Brink included no reflexivity. Their approaches revealed different ethical pitfalls. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’ lacked criticality dominant theory, reproduced biases in the literature, ignored the researcher’s positionality and its influence on the data, and failed to consider participants emic knowledge. Blain’s paper raised a different confusion. The paper functions as reflective and autoethnographic, but Blain did not state this as her methodology, which muddled the conclusion and her epistemological stance as insider. In short, Brink embodied researcher’s authority without needed self-awareness. Blain eschewed the same authority. [47:  ‘Dr. Jenny Blain,’ Prydein Press: The Magic of Words.]  [48:  Moran, Dermot and Timothy Mooney. The Phenomenology Reader, (London, New York: Routledge, 2002), p. 1] 


Comparisons
Despite the contrasts between Brink and Blain’s publications, they also have similarities. Both papers considered the topic of whether multiple ways of knowing and believing can coexist. For Brink, participants’ adherence to both Catholic doctrine and astrology or reincarnation was deemed dysfunctional. Brink’s conclusion reinscribed his hypothesis – that one belief would result in the rejection of others – despite results disconfirming this. For Blain, ethnographic and participant epistemologies were in tension, and she the chose to ‘enter the world of the seidworker’ and speak from the insider position.[footnoteRef:49] The researchers come to different conclusions about how and whether multiple beliefs and epistemologies exist simultaneously. Other conclusions, beyond these two, also exist. For instance, in Research is Ceremony, Wilson wrote, ‘in an indigenous ontology there may be multiple realities.’[footnoteRef:50] It is beyond the scope of this paper to review the research on this topic, but Wilson’s example serves as a reminder of the many methodological approaches and conclusions. Brink and Blain’s methodologies shaped and limited their conclusions based on the specific design and delineation of each researcher’s inquiry, within the broad field of choices.  [49:  Blain, p. 7]  [50:  Wilson, Shawn. Research Is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods (Halifax and Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing, 2008), p. 73 ] 


Conclusion
The scholarly papers, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’ and ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ employ different methodologies. Brink’s is positivist, narrow, and seeks objectivity. Blain’s is narrative, interpretivist, and seeks reflexivity and subjectivity. From different approaches, they explored the question of whether and how someone can hold multiple epistemologies. Their distinct methodologies afforded Brink and Blain very different conclusions. Brink discounted participants’ emic understanding, and concluded their multiple beliefs represented confused illogic. Blain chose to position herself within the emic epistemology of an insider, looking out. This critical comparison highlights how research methods steer the scope and shape of both the researcher’s inquiry, and their answers.  
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