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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources 

[bookmark: _Hlk66700772]This essay compares and contrasts Jenny Blain’s article ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’ published in DISKUS Volume 6 in 2000, with Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s paper ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, published in Sociology of Religion, 60, Oxford University press, 1999, 187-197.

Blain’s paper was published in 2000, nine years after having obtained her PhD. At the time of the publication she was Senior Lecturer in Sociology at Sheffield Hallam University in the UK. To this day she researches and publishes on various subjects including seidr. The subject matter is a reflection on the academic insider/outsider perspective, the appropriate behaviour and terminology when ‘going native’ and on acting as an academic, with its particular practices and discourses. The intended readership are fellow scholars who are in the same position, doing experiential research but at the same time insiders, ‘going native’, and who will possibly ask themselves the same questions as the author.

Walter and Waterhouse’s paper was published a year before Blain’s article. Walter achieved his PhD in 1975 from Aberdeen University, had published extensively before 1999 and continued doing so during his whole career. At the time of the paper’s publication he was Reader in Sociology at the University of Reading. Waterhouse achieved her PhD in 1997 from Bath Spa University in the Study of Religions, on Buddhism. The paper she co-wrote with Walter was her third publication; her first publication was the year before, in 1998. In 1999 she joined the Open University where she teaches Buddhism.

The subject matter of Walter and Waterhouse’s paper is a summary of survey data on Westerners, particularly the English who believe in reincarnation but have no attachment to Eastern or New Age religion. They explore the meaning of reincarnation for those who believe in it, why they are attracted to it and if there is any relationship with other aspects of their lives. They also examine the existence of privatization of belief in the twentieth century. The intended readership are fellow scholars and students of sociology of religion.
[bookmark: _Hlk66539481]
A brief summary of the papers

Seidr, Blain writes, is a shamanistic practice which has its origin in Icelandic sagas and which is currently going through a reconstitution in North America and Europe and considered part of a reconstructed religious tradition. Blain explores her years of seidr involvement with her everyday world as an academic, including the current development towards an intuitive and experiential anthropology. She argues that the switching between these two worlds, theorizing in both, inform each other.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Jenny Blain, Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia And Rationality, (In DISKUS Volume 6, 2000), p.1.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk66539521]Walter and Waterhouse explore the belief in reincarnation: returning to this world in a series of bodily lives. They note that belief in reincarnation seems to be increasing and their article focuses on understanding why, particularly considering the fact that reincarnation is not part of the Christian and secular belief systems of western society. They conclude that the belief in reincarnation is a private affair and not linked to any religious affiliations, either new Age or conventional Christian.[footnoteRef:2] They focus on exploring why reincarnation is attractive to Christians and identify three influences: intellectual/non-experiential influence, second-hand experiences and first-hand experiences.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England, 
   (Sociology of Religion, Summer, Vol. 60, No.2, Oxford University Press, 1999), p.196.]  [3:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p.193.] 

Choice of subject and positioning of their question

In the introduction Blain writes she has several years of experience with the shamanistic practice of seidr and that she dialogues with these ‘others’.[footnoteRef:4] She combines this approach with that of the ethnographer’s and positions this within the intuitive/experiential anthropology as espoused by Goulet[footnoteRef:5], Guedon[footnoteRef:6] and Blain and Wallis.[footnoteRef:7] She makes a case for the benefits of ‘going native’ for which the importance of positioning her paper in a conceptual framework is necessary and part of that is what her research aims to achieve.[footnoteRef:8] The references are not directly linked to her inquiry in the introduction, but are found in later paragraphs. [4:  Blain, Speaking Shamanistically, p.1.]  [5:  Jean Guy Goulet, ‘Dreams And Visions In Other Life-World’ in Being Changed By Cross-Cultural
  Encounters: The Anthropology Of Extraordinary Experience, by David E. Young and Jean Guy Goulet
  (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, 1994), pp.16-38.]  [6:  Marie Francoise Guedon, ‘Dene Ways And The Ethnographer's Culture’ in Being Changed By Cross-Cultural
  Encounters:Tthe Anthropology Of Extraordinary Experience by David E. Young and Jean Guy Goulet
  (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, 1994), pp. 39-70.]  [7:  Jenny Blain and Robert J. Wallis. (Forthcoming) Men And 'Women's Magic: Contested Narratives Of Gender, 
  Seidr, And 'Ergi' (The Pomegranate, 9, August 1999).]  [8:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London, UK: Sage
  Publications, 2020), p.30.] 


Blain switches from the participant’s narrative to the researcher’s outside stance and can be seen as participatory research[footnoteRef:9], with the major difference that she embeds both positions within herself and intends to change the perception of ‘going native’. She seeks to co-create knowledge and enhance co-dialogue where the participant and the academic listen to each other, a stance she shares in her paper.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Ibid. pp. 53-54.]  [10:  Blain, Speaking Shamanistically, p.8.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk67081485]Just as Blain, Walter and Waterhouse state their questions in the introduction and indicate the article’s threefold purpose. Unlike Blain, the authors do not indicate they have personal experiences but approach the research from the outsider point of view.[footnoteRef:11] They do not express a desire to further a change of perception regarding reincarnation, as Blain does in regards to the view on shamanistic practice. [11:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.18.] 


Additionally, they focus on the privatization of belief in the twentieth century and that it facilitates beliefs which are not part of the church one belongs to.[footnoteRef:12] They wished to position the topic, based on Berger whom they reference, who argues that religious beliefs have become a personal choice.[footnoteRef:13] Similar to Blain, the positioning of their enquiry is not stated immediately in the introduction of the paper but in later paragraphs, as with Berger; this results, in both papers, to the reader’s questioning of and search for their academic rationale.  [12:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p.187.]  [13:  Ibid. p.189.] 


Methodology

Walter and Waterhouse use the results of survey data (European Values Survey) to formulate open-ended interview questions with the intention of obtaining more in-depth information on the various meanings people give to reincarnation.[footnoteRef:14] This as a mixed method approach which, as Bell and Waters indicate, clearly combines quantitative as well as qualitative methods as to obtain a better understanding of the topic they are researching.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, pp.188-189.]  [15:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First-Time Researchers (UK
    Higher Education OUP Humanities & Social Sciences Education OUP, McGraw-Hill Education, 2018), 
    pp. 43- 44.] 


As for their theoretical approach and the concepts employed, Hennink et al. state that a conceptual framework ‘provides clarity to the concepts that are being investigated’ and the theoretical concepts and assumptions used are reflected by it.[footnoteRef:16] In an article published the same year (1999) by the authors, and referenced by Sieger, who wrote an article on the question format of surveys on reincarnation and EVS, they express their misgivings about the EVS results on the concept of reincarnation, indicating that the respondents might have confused it with resurrection.[footnoteRef:17] This is highly relevant, because resurrection ís very much part of Christian belief, whereas reincarnation is not. Additionally, Waterhouse indicates that some studies show a 5 percent belief in reincarnation while others speak of 25 percent. This puts considerable doubts on the reliability of data obtained from surveys on reincarnation, the starting point of Walter and Waterhouse’s research and discussed paper.[footnoteRef:18]  [16:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 37.]  [17:  Pascal Siegers (2013), Reincarnation Revisited. Question Format And The Distribution Of Belief In
   Reincarnation In Survey Research. Survey Methods: Insights from the Field  [Retrieved from
   https://surveyinsights.org/?p=2016], p.1.]  [18:  Helen Waterhouse, ‘Reincarnation Belief In Britain: New Age Orientation Or Mainstream Option’ Journal of
   Contemporary Religion, 14 (1999), p. 97.] 


Contrary to Walter & Waterhouse, Blain does not make use of survey data as a basis to define  questions interviews nor does she clearly conduct these, as Walter and Waterhouse explicitly state. She conducts research as an embedded participant.[footnoteRef:19] She is, as Bell and Waters write, citing Brewer and Lutz, an ethnographic researcher using participant observation because it enables her to have the same experiences as the other seidr practitioners which helps her to understand their actions.[footnoteRef:20] She takes it even a step further by addressing directly the concept of ‘going native’ and its benefits, and the dilemma’s these two positions present. [19:  Blain, Speaking Shamanistically, p.1 and p.5.]  [20:  Bell and Waters, Doing Your Research Project, pp. 55-56.] 


She bases the theory and concepts on the  ‘experimental’ approach to extraordinary experiences on the existing development of experiential/intuitive anthropology and the literature of Goulet[footnoteRef:21] and Guedon[footnoteRef:22] as Hennink et al. indicate as being necessary, and thus grounds her research.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Goulet, Dreams And Visions In Other Life-Worlds, pp.16-38.]  [22:  Guedon, Dene Ways And The Ethnographer's Culture, pp. 39-70.]  [23:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 35-36.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk67842977]Insider/outsider

The participant observation puts Blain on the insider spectrum. Bryman states that the problems of this kind of qualitative research method can be the feasibility ‘of seeing through others’ eyes if observers themselves are so heavily implicated in what is found.’[footnoteRef:24] Bryman further states that the interpretation of the researched subjects’ world-view and the presentation of that data to the academic audience can present fundamental difficulties in regards to respondent validation.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Alan Bryman, Quantity And Quality In Social Research, (Canada, Taylor and Francis. Kindle Edition. 1988)
    Location 1563-1568. ]  [25:  Ibid. Location 1605.] 

Blain, however, does consciously acknowledge this, self -reflects throughout her paper and addresses the issue regarding audience.[footnoteRef:26] Informed consent, before any data collection is done, is fundamental.[footnoteRef:27] It is not clear from Blain’s paper if this is given, although it is implied. Walter and Waterhouse, on the other hand, will have discussed this issue with the participants since they taped the interviews.[footnoteRef:28] [26:  Blain, Speaking Shamanistically, pp. 4-5.]  [27:  Bell and Waters, Doing Your Research Project, pp.92-93.]  [28:  Walter & Waterhouse, A very private belief, pp.188-189.] 


Contrary to Blain, Walter and Waterhouse operate as outsiders using a mixed method approach to obtain data and more in depth information by conducting open-ended interviews. Whereas Blain clearly indicates what her challenges are during her research and addresses them throughout her paper, Walter and Waterhouse show no discernible questioning of themselves or show any evidence of reflexivity.[footnoteRef:29] On the contrary, they have strong personal views e.g. ‘their religion tells them to’ and New Agers wearing Indian skirts.[footnoteRef:30] The lack of reflexivity and presence of bias results in a reservedness regarding the discourse and conclusions of the authors, something that does not occur with Blain. [29:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 19.]  [30:  Walter & Waterhouse, A very private belief, p.4, p.191.] 


Sources

Walter and Waterhouse use two primary sources, the EVS and interviews. They use the sources as their starting point and include the secondary sources in continuation. They reference their own work five times. A reference in relation to analyses and theoretical issues to a series of articles by Walter, are unpublished and also references Waterhouse.[footnoteRef:31] Although the authors have consulted multiple resources, their argumentation becomes doubtful due to their biased wording. [31:  Ibid. p. 4.] 


Unlike Walter & Waterhouse, Blain has only one primary source which is the data she obtains as an insider. This is the main source and is presented with her reflexive additions. Although Blain references secondary sources, in four occasions she omits the authors in her bibliography (Dowson, Jung, Eliade and Paxson). Contrary to Walter and Waterhouse the positioning of her argument, in her case within experiential/intuitive anthropology, is based on secondary sources which are scattered throughout her paper and not easily recognizable as such.[footnoteRef:32] However, similar to  Walter and Waterhouse, Blain references her own work (4 times). [32:  Guedon, Dene Ways And The Ethnographer's Culture, pp. 39-70 and Goulet, Dreams And Visions In Other
   Life-Worlds, pp.16-38.] 


Writing style and structure

Blain ‘tells stories’ when she describes the seidr experiences of the practitioners as well as her own. She seeks to use language to convey the unwritable, non -rational world of shamanism. The reader is drawn into the shamanistic world. The academic questions, approach and the moments of reflexivity are clearly visible and structured for the reader to follow her logic and line of thought.  It is easy and pleasant to follow and well written without technical jargon or difficult language. 

Walter and Waterhouse, on the other hand, are not sharing stories but are presenting the quantitative and qualitative data under the heading of data, survey and interviews, and continue with more under the heading Findings. It is not clear what the distinction is between the information presented in both parts which confuses the reader, unlike Blain, who is precise in what she shares under each heading. Additionally, Walter and Waterhouse use terms which are unclear nor explained, such as ‘privatization of belief’ and what is meant by religious revolution[footnoteRef:33]; which is not the case with Blain. [33:  Walter & Waterhouse, A very private belief, p.187 and p.195.] 


Conclusion

The aim of this essay was to compare and contrast Blain’s paper and Walter and Waterhouse’s article. The subject matter and questions are presented by both parties in their introduction but the positioning of these are left to later paragraphs which leaves the reader in search of their rationale. 
Walter and Waterhouse clearly state their mixed method whereas Blain implies using interviews, but does not say so explicitly, which weakens the point she is trying to make in favour of ‘going native’.

In Walter and Waterhouse’s paper the confusion of the concepts of reincarnation and resurrection in the EVS puts serious doubts on the reliability of the data they worked with and casts a shadow on their whole discourse which weakens their paper. Blain, on the other hand, addresses and explains the concepts and theoretical theory and grounds her approach on the existing development of experiential/intuitive anthropology, although the references are not easily identifiable as such.

Blain is very transparent on the two positions she switches between, as a ‘gone native ‘insider and as an outsider ethnographer and self- reflects continuously. Contrary to Blain, Walter and Waterhouse have no discernible self-reflection and express biased opinions throughout their paper which leads to questioning their conclusions as a whole.

Although both parties use secondary sources to substantiate their research they reference their own work to argument a point including to three unpublished articles by Walter, invalidating the argumentation. Blain fails to put four references in the bibliography, a weakness which undermines her paper.

Blain presents her arguments in a structured and easy to follow way enhanced by her writing style which pulls you into the shamanic world; this is the main strength of her paper. Walter and Waterhouse however, have grouped their information in such a way it does not read easily or understandably, which make it uncomfortable to read, not the least due to the biased statements throughout.























Bibliography

Bell, Judith and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First-Time Researchers (UK
   Higher Education OUP Humanities & Social Sciences Education OUP, McGraw-Hill Education, 2018)
Blain, Jenny, Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia And Rationality, (In DISKUS Volume 6, 2000)
Blain, Jenny and Robert J. Wallis. (Forthcoming) Men And 'Women's Magic: Contested Narratives Of Gender, 
  Seidr, And 'Ergi' (The Pomegranate, 9, August 1999)
Bryman, Alan, Quantity And Quality In Social Research, (Canada, Taylor and Francis. Kindle Edition. 1988)
Goulet, Jean Guy, ‘Dreams And Visions In Other Life-World’ in Being Changed By Cross-Cultural
  Encounters: The Anthropology Of Extraordinary Experience, by David E. Young and Jean Guy Goulet
  (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, 1994)
Guedon, Marie Francoise, ‘Dene Ways And The Ethnographer's Culture’ in Being Changed By Cross-Cultural
  Encounters:Tthe Anthropology Of Extraordinary Experience by David E. Young and Jean Guy Goulet
  (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, 1994)
Hennink, Monique, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London, UK: Sage
  Publications, 2020)
Siegers, Pascal, Reincarnation Revisited. Question Format And The Distribution Of Belief In
   Reincarnation In Survey Research. Survey Methods: Insights from the Field  (2013), [Retrieved from
   https://surveyinsights.org/?p=2016
Walter, Tony and Helen Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England, 
   (Sociology of Religion, Summer, Vol. 60, No.2, Oxford University Press, 1999)
Waterhouse, Helen, ‘Reincarnation Belief In Britain: New Age Orientation Or Mainstream Option’ Journal of
   Contemporary Religion, 14 (1999)








image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





