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[bookmark: _Hlk149041928][bookmark: _Hlk190862746]Introduction: contrasting Walter and Woodhouse’s  ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ with Jenny Blain’s ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’
Introduction
This essay compares and contrasts two papers, which are focussed on the study of particular aspects of contemporary cosmological beliefs in Britain and North America. 
The first paper is Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’[footnoteRef:2], is concerned with understanding how reincarnation is viewed by the British public, and especially those without affiliation to New Age or eastern faiths, where reincarnation is doctrinal. The second paper is Jenny Blain’s ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’[footnoteRef:3], which is a consideration of the theoretical and practical methods and problems of the study of modern Seidr belief (and by extension to other western pagan groups) by academics who share similar cosmological perspectives as those of their informants. [2:  Walter, Tony and Waterhouse, Helen, A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England, Sociology of Religion, 60, (1999), pp. 187-197.]  [3:  Blain, Jenny, Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality, DISKUS, 6, (2000).] 

The following essay discusses the ways the two papers approach the study of contemporary cosmological beliefs under consideration and considers the strengths and weaknesses of both methodologies. It commences with overviews of Walter and Waterhouse’s and Blain’s papers, taking to account the methods they employ to obtain their results, ethical considerations and the overall structure of the papers.
This paper concludes with a discussion of how the two approaches contrast with one another, and .whether it is possible to say which provides the strongest ethical and evidential information.
Researching contemporary beliefs into reincarnation
[bookmark: _Hlk191393668][bookmark: _Hlk191214974]Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse are sociologists. Walter’s is based in the University of Bath and has focussed on developing a sociological understanding of death in society[footnoteRef:4]. Waterhouse lectures in Religions at the Open University[footnoteRef:5]. Their paper is concerned with assessing modern attitudes to reincarnation. [4:  https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter]  [5:  https://oro.open.ac.uk/79/1/Theology.pdf] 

Methods
The authors initially cite quantitative data, from previous surveys which they drill down into through interviews. They explain that they conducted ‘a scale interview study’ to understand the meaning of reincarnation to who believe in it. The interviews were taped with adults, in their own homes, who had expressed interest being interviewed, and three group interviews were with 21 schoolchildren aged 11, 14-15, and 17-18 respectively[footnoteRef:6]. Most of the interviews took place around Bristol, Bath, and Taunton, and interviewees included personal contacts, a call for volunteers on local radio, and ‘snowballing’ as one interview led to another. Two-thirds of the adult respondents were female; a third were practicing Christians.  [6:  Walter, Tony and Waterhouse, Helen, A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England, p. 188.] 

They explain that their sample was typical of reincarnationists in respect to gender and conventional religiosity but over-represented the older age groups and more affluent social groups. They dismiss sampling bias by explaining that their aim was not to amass a representative sample, but intended ‘to discover the range of meanings’ given to reincarnation’. 
Hindus and Buddhists and people with ‘New Age’ beliefs were excluded because it was assumed that they would have accepted doctrinal views on the subject. This position could be taken as being anomalous, given that this contrasts with their stance on the interviewed Christians, who were accepted as having a variety of views independent of religious teaching. In short, the authors appear to assume that all Hindus, for example, hold the same beliefs about rebirth, which may not be true, but this was not tested. Furthermore, although the gender (two thirds were female) and age of interviewees were given, the ethnicity of the questioned was not. The methodology could therefore be argued to have a bias towards affluent adult white people in south west England, and therefore sectorial in its findings.
Although the authors explain that the ‘interviews were very open-ended’, and that interviewees spoke ‘in their own terms’, only one question is reproduced, and few of the actual responses of those interviewed. This means that it is difficult to make an independent assessment as to their nature[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  Bell, Judith, Doing your Research Project (Buckingham:  Open University Press, 2002), p 141.  ] 

Ethical considerations
Ethical considerations were not made explicit and there is a lack of reflexivity[footnoteRef:8], beyond a statement that ‘the data were analysed by both authors’, and a reference to ‘Waterhouse coming from a religious studies perspective, Walter from sociology’[footnoteRef:9]. This statement together with the large proportion of female interviewees could imply that some of the gender biases that have plagued older social research have been addressed[footnoteRef:10]. However, the authors do not express their own insider/outsider views on reincarnation, acknowledge their potential inherent biases, or any potential problems with interview data, which could lead to the suggestion that there was a hidden agenda[footnoteRef:11].  [8:  Hennink, Monique, Hutter, Inge and Bailey, Anjay, Qualitative Research Methods  (London: SAGE, 2011),  pp. 19-21.]  [9:  Walter, Tony and Waterhouse, Helen, A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England, p. 189.]  [10:  Moore, Henrietta, Feminism and Anthropology - Feminist Perspectives, (London: Polity Press, 1988), pp. 1-12; ]  [11:  Twiss, Sumner B and Conser, Walter, H, Experience of the Sacred: Readings in the Phenomenology of Religion (New Hampshire: University Press of New England, 1992), p 16.] 

Similarly, the authors include children in their study but make no comments on how or whether care was taken over their questioning and what protocols were put in place to safeguard the information given[footnoteRef:12]. The survey was conducted in the 1990s in early days of the internet before the data protection act[footnoteRef:13], nonetheless there is no statement on data retention, which means it is unclear what happened to the recorded interviews, or any notes taken. [12:  Bell, Judith, Doing your Research Project, p 45.  ]  [13:  https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2018/12/contents/enacted] 

Structure
The paper is well-organised and commences with a brief introductory section followed by an overview of the existing data on belief in reincarnation before outlining the methods. Some literature is cited throughout the paper, however, citations tend to be self-referencing, and there is comparatively little which refers to broader studies on religious beliefs. However, the authors refer to a lack of studies into spiritualism in the 1990s[footnoteRef:14].  [14:  Walter, Tony and Waterhouse, Helen, A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England, p. 189.] 

The main content is concerned with the findings from their interviews which are broken down under five sub-headings[footnoteRef:15]:  [15:  Walter, Tony and Waterhouse, Helen, A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England, pp. 190-195.] 

Religious Associations Half the respondents had connections with a church. Thirty attended spiritualist churches, connected with their belief/interest in reincarnation. Few displayed a knowledge of Eastern thought, and spiritualism played a more important role than Eastern religions in introducing them to the idea of reincarnation. 
The Nature of Belief  The majority were equivocal about their beliefs. Only two, spiritualist church members connected their belief in reincarnation to the ‘dogmas’ of their church’. The authors concluded that questions with categories yes-don’t know-no, bore little relationship to the way in which people think/talk about reincarnation. 
Sources of Belief Three sources were identified. Intellectual/Non-experiential. For several, reincarnation solved questions, including, suffering and justice. Half were influenced by Eastern religions, but few were deeply knowledgeable about Eastern spirituality. Theosophy and Spiritualism were more important. Second-hand Experiences. Some participants knew of those ‘claiming’ past life memories, but only one had experienced a past-life regression. First-hand Experiences. Although, some gave personal experiences, only one provided a substantial account. They conclude that respondents’ beliefs were idiosyncratic and non-doctrinal.
The Content of Belief  Several referred to, ‘karma’; everything has a cause and effect. All believed in developing from one life to the next, ‘ideas compatible with the western notions of self-determination’. The authors found a lot of ’thoroughly modern people’ who had embraced a contemporary concept of self.
Effects The authors suggest that belief in reincarnation had little effect on the lives of most interviewees, and few related it to their own lives ‘except in the most fleeting of ways’.
The paper concludes with a reiteration of the key points. They did not, consider that reincarnation belief signals a major religious revolution, although suggest that it ‘may prove prototypical of a kind of new religious belief that requires no ‘church, sect, or cult for its sustenance’ and it is a ‘detached, private belief’[footnoteRef:16]. These conclusions seem to exceed that data generated by the survey. [16:  Walter, Tony and Waterhouse, Helen, A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England, p. 189.] 

Speaking Shamanistically 
Jenny Blain is an anthropologist, formerly based at Sheffield Hallam University, who also practices Seidr, a revived and reconstructed Norse pagan belief system[footnoteRef:17]. She has written extensively on the subject of paganism in contemporary Britain and America[footnoteRef:18] [17:  http://home.freeuk.net/jenny.blain/.]  [18:  Blain, Jenny, Nine Worlds of Seid-Magic. Ecstasy and Neo-Shamanism in North European Paganism (London: Routledge, 2004); Blain, Jenny and Wallis, Robert, J, Sacred sites, contested rites/rights (Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 2004); Blain, Jenny, Wights and Ancestors. Heathenry in a Living Landscape "(Runcorn: Prydein Press, 2016).] 

Her paper, Speaking Shamanistically, is less concerned with the practice of Seidr and is instead much more focussed on its appropriate study and discourse about it within academia[footnoteRef:19].  [19:  Blain, Jenny, Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality.] 

Methods
Blain makes her experiences, as someone who is both an anthropologist, and a Seidr, practitioner central to this paper. This means that rather than outlining an explicit survey methodology, or detailing the reporting of the results of survey data from interviews or questionnaires, the paper is written from an ‘insider’ emic position, which is more experiential/phenomenological in perspective. As part of the paper, Blain does include a few accounts of other practitioners’ experiences of Seidr, alongside her own experiences. Although excerpts from her research are cited (informants and personal experiences), this aspect of her work is reported in much more detail in her publication Nine Worlds of Seid-Magic. However, the main thrust of the paper is a consideration is how as an academic anthropologist she can report on the practices of fellow Seidr practitioners, and herself, within a western academic system, without ‘othering’, and avoid using terms like ‘they believe’ or dismissing perspectives which differ from accepted western standpoints. In summary, Blain is concerned with the problem of how academics, such as herself can report on different cosmological viewpoints without adjudicating on the validity of ‘beliefs’ of those being studied.
Ethical considerations
Given that ethical consideration of ethical practice in anthropological reporting, is the focus of this paper, it is perhaps unsurprising that there is less in the way of critical comment than was made about Walter and Waterhouse’s paper[footnoteRef:20]. Two accounts of Seidr practice are given in the paper, one of which is her own experience and the other is not readily attributable to specific individuals and respondents appear to be adults. Blain’s focus is on not ‘othering’, which has been a problem in anthropological writing[footnoteRef:21]. Indeed, Blain makes it clear that the paper is based on personal experience, and explains that she ‘cannot create ethnography by appropriating local knowledges’ and states that in relation to ethnography ‘It never, of course, worked like that: the ethnographer’s gathering of local knowledge being always partial, and observations always situated’. Her choice was to enter the world of the seidworker both ‘as a native-speaker and have understandings of its links to the ‘outside’ world, and my own locations within these; and how ‘the spirits’ see these links’. She seeks to understand the construction of Seidr and its community, the ‘contradictions and contestations, by understanding self’. Consequently, there is greater transparency and Blain maintains critical awareness and reflexivity throughout the paper. One area which is lacking, however, is that although first names are given, for example, ‘Winifred’ it is not clear whether these are real names or what precautions were taken to anonymise information from her respondents. This could have been resolved by a short statement or footnote. [20:  Walter, Tony and Waterhouse, Helen, A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England]  [21:  Turner, Edith, A visible spirit form in Zambia, in Being Changed by Cross-Cultural Encounters: the anthropology of extraordinary experience, ed. by David Young and Jean Guy Goulet (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 1994), pp. 71-95;   Smith, Linda Tuhiwai, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed Books, 1999), p 216.] 

Structure
The paper is written in a conversational, self-reflective style. Although not extensive, relevant literature is cited especially in the ‘Shamans and anthropologists’ section, which includes citations on then current (2000) anthropological studies, including those undertaken by Edith Turner and Marie Guedon[footnoteRef:22].  [22:  Turner, Edith, A visible spirit form in Zambia; Guedon, Marie Francoise, 'Dene ways and the ethnographer's culture', in Being Changed by Cross-Cultural Encounters: the anthropology of extraordinary experience, ed. by David Young and Jean Guy Goulet (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 1994), pp. 39-70.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk191224226]After a brief introduction to her own academic and Heathen background, the paper commences with a brief introduction raising the issue of the problems of situatedness of narrative and narrator in anthropology when to western academic eyes, the practitioners’ realities appear ‘irrational’, and the narrator positions herself within the multiple realities of the Seidr séance, before Blain gives an account of travelling to a Seidr wedding in America, and a description of what would be involved in the Seidr wedding. 
The paper then moves on to describing how she has studied Seidr over several years and the difficulties of reporting back a world view which involves belief in spirits to an academic audience, which Blain notes has involved her describing Siedr from the experiences of others rather than her own. The practice of Seidr gathering is briefly described followed by her own and another’s experience of being in the trance or ASC state. Interestingly, she notes that ‘Seid is not one event or sensation. A need for multiple, situated narratives becomes evident’. From there, Blain moves onto her own problems of studying Seidr as an anthropologist, and the reluctance of western rationalist academics/audiences ‘to consider shamanic constructions for human events or ideas’ before describing how she approaches Seidr and shamanism that look beyond the concept of technique, to seeing the shaman within the community. Her focus is on relations, and these include not only ‘relations between seidworker and clients, but those relations that are part-constituted by other beings, whether ‘spirits’, animals, or deities’, which she gives agency to. 
The final section returns to the ‘airport scenario’ and the wedding trip, however, the paper has no formal conclusion, which although is in keeping with the fluid nature of the preceding discourse, is a little disappointing as a summary review of the key points from the paper would have provided a useful recap to the key takeaways.
Conclusions
The two papers contrast with one another in almost every way, which is somewhat surprising, as they were written only a year apart. In part, this is because Walter and Waterhouse’s paper is driven by relating the results from their survey, whereas Blain’s is more of a critique of how to study of community, in this case those practicing Seidr, without ‘othering’ them. As such, there is much less focus in the Blain paper on outcomes and more on description, identifying problems and her approaches to research. 
In terms of methodology, Walter and Waterhouse present a conventional, if brief outline of methods used, whereas Blain is far more descriptive in her account. This leads to differences in approaches ethics, with Blain discussing the problems with undertaking academic research as ‘an insider’. Her position is derived from Feminism and its ‘critique of ethnography’ together with a phenomenological approach, which emphasise the situatedness of narrative and the narrator[footnoteRef:23]. Indeed, this concern makes her paper much more ethically robust in its acknowledgment of reflexivity, the limitations of studying groups, and its refusal to ‘other’ communities with views that do not fit with received western wisdom. In this way, Blain can be seen to be part of a small but  growing cohort of anthropologists, often with a background in feminist/experiential perspectives who choose not to ‘other’ the groups they study (and sometimes participate in), and instead acknowledge the possibility of alternative worldviews which are different but not lesser[footnoteRef:24]. [23:  Blain, Jenny, Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality; Smith, Linda Tuhiwai, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples.]  [24:  Berger, Helen, A, Leach, Evan, A and Shaffer, Leigh S, Voices from the Pagan Census: A National Survey of Witches and Neo-Pagans in the United States; Greenwood, Susan, Developing magical consciousness (London: Oxford, 2020); Greenwood, Susan, Magic, witchcraft and the otherworld: An anthropology (London: Oxford, 2000); Hunter Jack, ed, Deep Weird: The Varieties of High Strangeness Experience (London: August Night Press, 2023); Hunter, Jack, Manifesting Spirits: An Anthropological Study of Mediumship and the Paranormal (London: Aeon Books, 2020); Stoller, Paul and Olkes, Cheryl, In Sorcery's Shadow: A Memoir of Apprenticeship among the Songhay of Niger (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987);Turner, Edith, Experiencing Ritual; A New Interpretation of African Healing (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992).] 

By contrast, Blain differs from Walters and Waterhouse, who despite outlining their methodology, do not provide much information on the ethical stance of their paper or acknowledge their own viewpoints or biases. The lack of reflexivity is troubling, particularly given the exclusion of a large proportion of potential informants from different religious/ethnic backgrounds; which in common with the underrepresentation women, has been deeply problematic across the social sciences, and its institutions since their emergence in the nineteenth century[footnoteRef:25].  [25:  Smith, Linda Tuhiwai, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples; Hunter, Jack, Manifesting Spirits: An Anthropological Study of Mediumship and the Paranormal, pp. 16-17; Hicks, Dan, The Brutish Museums: The Benin Bronzes, Colonial Violence and Cultural Restitution (London: Pluto Press, 2020).] 

Structurally, the Walter and Waterhouse paper is conventional and follows a standard path of introduction, methodology, results and conclusions, with the weight being on the results section. In the latter, they claim the paper to have demonstrated that reincarnation is ‘the ultimate detached, private belief’. However, this seems to be a big jump up from a rather limited sample of western English professionals. Blain’s structure is rather different and is a thematic, ‘insider’ discourse, rather than following a prescribed introduction, methods and results path. This experiential approach is valuable as it identifies problems with studying any group, and the difficulties of academic acceptance of non-doctrinal viewpoints. 
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