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A critical comparison of two secondary sources
2,592 words 
Introduction 
This essay compares and contrasts two research papers. These are Blain’s Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality published in 2000[footnoteRef:2] and Brink’s Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, [2:  Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, DISKUS, 6 (2000).] 

Astrology, Reincarnation, published in 1978.[footnoteRef:3] The research method employed in both sits under Bell and Waters' definition of qualitative research, which is ‘to understand individuals’ perceptions of the world.’[footnoteRef:4] Perceptions can be read as beliefs and beliefs are someone’s interpretation of the world, and the researcher’s job is to interpret beliefs; understandably, Guillemin and Gillam call qualitative data, ‘slippery data’.[footnoteRef:5] This essay presents a feminist critique drawing on Westmarland’s paper debating quantitive and qualitative methods.[footnoteRef:6] To allow such a critique, one paper is written by a male researcher who claims a functional perspective (Brink’s), and one is written by a female, feminist researcher using an intuitive, narrative-driven and experimental perspective (Blain’s). Indeed, Blain offers her paper as a critique of the outsider, typical Western approach to research that seeks to explain how a culture functions – which incidentally is Brink’s approach. To discuss the dichotomy, first, the two sources are placed in context before the three areas are discussed in turn: the structure of the papers, the methodologies used and finally the ethical considerations and reflexivity of the authors. Guillemin and Gillam’s paper supports the discussion of ethics in research as well as the insider-outsider paradigm[footnoteRef:7], and overall secondary sources are supplied by Hennick et al., Bell and Waters and Bryman.[footnoteRef:8] The Belmont Report of 1979 describes the moral framework for studying human beings, and Blain and Brink’s papers will be judged against its guidelines.[footnoteRef:9] [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:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First-Time Researchers, 6th ed (McGraw-Hill Education, 2014), p. 9.]  [5:  Marilys Guillemin and Lynn Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important Moments” in Research’, Qualitative Inquiry, 10.2 (2004), pp. 261–80, doi:10.1177/1077800403262360.]  [6:  Nicole Westmarland, ‘The Quantitative/Qualitative Debate and Feminist Research: A Subjective View of Objectivity’, Forum : Qualitative Social Research, 2.1 (2001) <https://www.proquest.com/docview/867758600/abstract/1CAFDFD4BDC4754PQ/1> [accessed 15 March 2005].]  [7:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (Los Angeles: Sage, 2011), p. 14.]  [8:  Bell and Waters, Doing Your Research Project; Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, (London: Routledge, 2006); Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods.]  [9:  Office for Human Research Protections (OHRP), ‘Read the Belmont Report’, 15 January 2018 <https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/belmont-report/read-the-belmont-report/index.html>.] 


Primary Sources  
Brink’s short paper was published during the earlier part of his career in the peer-reviewed Review of Religious Research.[footnoteRef:10]  The paper aims to research the inconsistencies in world beliefs (Catholicism, astrology and reincarnation) of 227 Catholic school girls from working-class backgrounds living in Chicago in 1976.[footnoteRef:11] Brink is a psychologist and social scientist. In this paper, he makes a series of assumptions about why these school girls believe in astrology or reincarnation. In his discussion, he declares that ‘competing cultural influences’ of the time led culture to become ‘very fragmented’ thereby encouraging alternative world views.[footnoteRef:12] Brink claims he is presenting ‘a functional perspective’.[footnoteRef:13] Functionalism posits that a culture can be studied in a mechanistic way, for example observing what systems are failing to diagnose the problem to create solutions that restore balance.[footnoteRef:14] ‘Westmarland argues that such perspectives are androcentric in that they impose theories written by men. Indeed every theorist mentioned in Brink’s paper is a man. [10:  T.L. BRINK Research Profile’, ResearchGate <https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Tl-Brink> [accessed 13 March 2025].]  [11:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 83.]  [12:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 84.]  [13:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 82.]  [14:  ‘Introduction To Sociology : 03 Social Theories’ <https://freesociologybooks.com/Introduction_To_Sociology/03_Social_Theories.php> [accessed 13 March 2025].] 

Blain also published her paper in a peer-reviewed study of religion journal. It was called Diskcus.[footnoteRef:15] Blain has a PhD in sociology of education and is an anthropologist at times focusing on Norse Shamanism and this paper relates to the divinatory ritual of seidr.[footnoteRef:16] She describes herself as a writer, independent researcher, genealogist and poet[footnoteRef:17].  As a practitioner as well as a researcher of the subject, her work embodies a constant slider on the insider/outsider continuum. It is not a surprise Blain’s paper is more literary or journalistic in style. She uses poetic or informal language as a tool to slip between these worlds. [15:  ‘DISKUS: The Journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions’ <https://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/index.html> [accessed 16 March 2025].]  [16:  ‘Jenny Blain - Academia.Edu’ <https://independent.academia.edu/JennyBlain> [accessed 11 March 2025].]  [17:  'Jenny Blain | LinkedIn’ <https://www.linkedin.com/in/jenny-blain-9b508337/?originalSubdomain=uk> [accessed 11 March 2025].] 

It is important to know who the audience is for each paper.[footnoteRef:18] It cannot be proven from the text what the author's intentions are in terms of who should be reading the report – other than religious journal readers – but there are clues as to who else could have access to this knowledge. Blain’s paper can be said to be more open and accessible than Brink’s in that the language is easy to understand; it’s written in first person narrative in a journalistic style that is more for a wider, non-academic audience including, perhaps, the participants of her research than for the Academy. For example, her subheadings are few and are given literary titles such as A Dance for a Wedding and Seidr and the Anthropologist. In contrast, Brink’s paper is authoritative in a top-down with an objective eye way – he presents his hypothesis and then his conclusions without bringing in the wider experience of the girls into his research. Plus, he also presumes substantial existing knowledge when he lists existing social science theorists coupled with their named theories, such as ‘logical-affective consistency’ and ‘affective-cognitive consistency’ (not elaborating on what they are or how they fit within the wider framework of his research), and uses a complicated statistical grid to frame his results.[footnoteRef:19] Brink’s paper is meant for a highly specialist academic audience, one that was up to date with the (then) current and even older theoretical framework and statistical methodologies. Considering this, it could be argued that his sole purpose in doing this research was to build his body of academic work at an early stage of his career.  [18:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 270.]  [19:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, pp. 82–83.] 


Structure and Literature Review 
A typical academic research paper runs thus: an abstract, introduction, background, methods, results, discussion and conclusion.[footnoteRef:20] Neither of the papers follows this exact rule. Blain’s is more experimental and dynamic, whereas Brink's sticks closer to the traditional structure. He starts with a theory to prove by presenting his hypothesis that his study will show an acceptance of only one belief. After a short abstract, the paper jumps to a scant literature review; then, he presents his results before offering a discussion and his conclusions. The literature review consists of a list as stated above, but he does not clarify how his work will build on what has come before or provide a rationale for the work he is undertaking. He also draws from an older knowledge base, from Freud’s work dated 1915 to Heider’s in 1946 with the latest research he cites being 1965.[footnoteRef:21] A literature review should provide the current ‘state of knowledge and major questions on the subject’ and Freud’s writing does not fit this scheme.[footnoteRef:22] Brink uses ‘old’ (male) knowledge to support his claims (about young girls). Ultimately, Brink fits his hypothesis into his constructs. Further, his conclusion is more like a statement of fact where he extrapolates from his sample to lump all adolescents together concluding that their ‘response to [cultural] confusion’ is to adopt alternative ‘religious attitudes.’[footnoteRef:23] [20:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 272.]  [21:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 85.]  [22:  Bell and Waters, Doing Your Research Project, p. 105.]  [23:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 85.] 

Blain’s paper is unlike a traditional research paper in that it does not give a clear outline and lacks a conclusion. Her emphasis on the narrative structure of the paper supports her methodology. It flows out and returns, working as everyday speech does rather than following a formula or imposed structure. That the paper lacks a conclusion points to her providing space for the data to speak for itself rather than shaping the data into a ‘story’ herself. The narrative accounts that are the data reflect the narrative structure of the paper and vice versa.

Methodology  
Hennick et al explain that methodology ‘tells the reader the what… how… and why’ of a particular research project.[footnoteRef:24] Research needs data – the collection of which feeds into the type of research being conducted. Qualitative data cannot be proven as it’s based on an individual’s thoughts and feelings (collected at a particular place and time).[footnoteRef:25] Methods of gathering qualitative data include but are not limited to questionnaires and surveys, interviews, narrative accounts and case studies. Quantitive data is the stuff of numbers, statistics and facts that can be proven scientifically.  [24:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 274.]  [25:  Bell and Waters, Doing Your Research Project, p. 9.] 

Brink uses a questionnaire to collect his data. Although what he is collecting relates to girls’ beliefs, his method is more quantitative in that his survey leaves no room for nuance and he presents his results in numbers in a statistical table. He is ‘doing research on them’ in an objective way.[footnoteRef:26] There is no description or rationale for the questionnaire; the results table presents percentages for what the respondents agreed with, suggesting that the form consisted of dichotomous questions. There are only fourteen questions, and two of those are filters for belief in astrology or reincarnation (being 100% belief in either). In terms of weight, how much knowledge can be gained from twelve questions with no room for a maybe or not sure? Westmarland argues that this kind of ‘crude and simplistic data’ leaves no room for the complexity that is women’s experience.[footnoteRef:27] For example, there is no place for descriptions of why the individual may feel that ‘prayer makes you a better person’ or ‘it is good for a family to be religious’.[footnoteRef:28] Brink’s discussion offers his own opinions on why students believe what they do and gives them no recourse to explain their views. Brink is not as Hennick et al propose a good researcher to be: ‘open-minded or curious… to listen to people telling their own story.’[footnoteRef:29] By situating what should be qualitative data within a quantitative framework not only has he reduced and objectified the school girls, he has taken the opportunity away for them to speak their truth.  [26:  Westmarland, ‘The Quantitative/Qualitative Debate and Feminist Research’, p. 9.]  [27:  Westmarland, ‘The Quantitative/Qualitative Debate and Feminist Research’, p. 7.]  [28:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 83.]  [29:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 9.] 

Blain does listen. She takes an experience-centred approach using auto-ethnographic accounts as well as participant observations and collecting of accounts. These accounts can be seen as ‘non-objective, imaginal.’[footnoteRef:30] The analysis of these collective narratives gives a denser view of how seidr practitioners experience the world. In her paper, she contrasts an outsider’s or objective view of observing the ritual with two full accounts detailing the experience or ‘what happens.’ She does not use questionnaires, and the reader is not told how she collects the accounts of the practitioners other than calling them ‘embodied’ descriptive accounts. She also states that the ethnographer (herself) understands the culture as an insider.  [30:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.] 

It could be argued that more methods could have been utilised to expand the collection of different types of data fo these two papers. For example, mixed methods using questionnaires and follow-up interviews however Brink is focused on numbers only and seems uninterested in expanding to understanding the why of the girl's beliefs whereas Blain seems to have made a conscious choice, as a feminist to stay away from any methods that could be deemed exploitative in any way.

Ethical Considerations  
[bookmark: _Hlk193104096]The Belmont Report outlines three areas to be considered when conducting research concerning human subjects. These are: 1. the boundaries; 2. respect, beneficence and justice; 3. application (for example, informed consent, risk assessments and anonymity as well as considering how the subjects are chosen).[footnoteRef:31] How does each researcher think about these concerns?  [31:  Protections (OHRP), ‘Read the Belmont Report’.] 

Brink’s paper was written the year before the report therefore, to be fair to him, we could say he was unaware of the guidelines. However, for this discussion it is interesting to contrast his ethics to Blain’s. To begin with, Brink’s singular method of survey was administered during religious class therefore, it was not confidential.[footnoteRef:32] It is gendered research as he is asking about beliefs that only girls and young women hold and two of the questions are on marriage and children – indeed how ethical is it to ask school-aged girls about a time when they will have children?  There is another question here about the reaction to the interviewer or methods in that ‘responses may not be indicative of their normal… views.’[footnoteRef:33] The other issue is whether he received informed consent from the participants or their parents. This is not implicitly addressed in the text therefore it is prudent to ask whether this survey was imposed upon them as there is nothing in the text to point to it being a voluntary survey. Further, there seems to be no curiosity about why the girls answered a certain way – for example, why they would want their children baptised or why they wanted to be given last rites. This lack of respect for the girl's individual life experience as well as asking potentially upsetting questions (when thinking about dying or sexual intercourse) is akin to the researcher appropriating information purely for his use, exploiting the subjects.[footnoteRef:34] His hierarchical approach positions the girls as subjects, unable to alter the terms of their interrogation, rather than as co-creators. [32:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 83.]  [33:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, p. 122.]  [34:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, p. 111.] 

Blain positions herself both as a practitioner and researcher. There is no othering or silencing of either the participants or practitioners; even the spirits are granted rights and narratives as in the ritual of seidr they are ‘not external agents’. [footnoteRef:35] Blain uses names on the accounts, although it is not clear whether they are pseudonyms or not thereby protecting their identity. As the descriptions of the experiences are full it could be that the people are identifiable as there may be only a few practitioners who could be associated with any particular account. However, Blain does allow space for the seidr workers' descriptions, in full, to allow for ‘multiple, situated narratives,’[footnoteRef:36] and makes plain that she does not want to create work by appropriation.[footnoteRef:37] Each person, through their narrative, is allowed an individual voice whereas Brink reduces 227 girls to statistics to achieve a function he alone can comment on. Blain’s ethics are tempered by Feminist concerns and her whole reflexive approach can be described as  ‘humane, nonexploitative… while at the same time being mindful of one’s role as a researcher.’[footnoteRef:38] Being reflexive is a way to achieve complexity and richness in social research.[footnoteRef:39] [35:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.]  [36:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.]  [37:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.]  [38:  Guillemin and Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important Moments” in Research’, p. 264.]  [39:  Guillemin and Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important Moments” in Research’, p. 278.] 


Reflexivity
Guillemin and Gillam propose reflexivity as a tool for understanding how to achieve ethical practice.[footnoteRef:40] Their description of it is worth quoting in full: ‘This is an active process that requires scrutiny, reflection, and interrogation of the data, the researcher, the participants, and the context that they inhabit.’[footnoteRef:41] Brink has no reflexive section in his paper yet we can surmise him as an outsider; as a white, educated male. As such, a quick look at power dynamics is in order: he conducted research on working-class school girls in a hierarchical institution. He does not reflect on these facts or offer thoughts on how they may affect the research. In contrast, Blain returns, again and again, to reflect on her own and other’s experiences as she interrogates her positionality in almost every section of the paper. She is highly aware of her position in relation to the subject/data and how that might change it. Indeed, she begins the section titled, A Dance For a Wedding stating the aim of her visit was ‘’business” and ‘pleasure.’’[footnoteRef:42] Blain claims herself an insider and supports the notion of ‘going native.’[footnoteRef:43] Some of the people she is studying are close enough for her to attend their wedding. Westmarland argues that close and equal relationships lead to fruitful and significant data. [footnoteRef:44] It is clear to see how reflexivity differs in the two papers. [40:  Guillemin and Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important Moments” in Research’, pp. 262–63.]  [41:  Guillemin and Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important Moments” in Research’, p. 274.]  [42:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.]  [43:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.]  [44:  Westmarland, ‘The Quantitative/Qualitative Debate and Feminist Research’, p. 8.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk193099738]Conclusion
This essay has critically compared two papers published in religious research journals. It has found that although both examine human belief systems and can therefore fit into Bell’s definition of qualitative research, only Blain’s research can be seen as ‘an approach that allows you to examine people’s experiences.’[footnoteRef:45] Blain’s form of knowledge is co-constructed, it does not feel academic in narrative or structure and is denser because she is studying a world she is part of. Brink, on the other hand, is objective and has an outsider’s view – he is no schoolgirl – he starts with a theory to prove and is not curious as to what the girl's beliefs may reveal on any wider scale and by closing down any nuanced descriptions he renders them mute. In context, Brink’s paper can be seen as a product of its time favouring an old-school materialistic and androcentric approach to social science. Blain’s approach is feminist in nature, experimental in structure and the methods she uses; she is open to a variety of voices, even including those of the spirits she visits during the seidr ritual and uses a selection of substantial narratives to examine her own beliefs and reflexivity. [45:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 10.] 
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