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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources


This essay critically compares and contrasts the paper of Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England, published in Sociology of Religion in 1999, and of Jenny Blain, Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality, published in DISKUS in 2000.[footnoteRef:1] The first paper is a summary of major findings of research on a small population of South West England, followed by a discussion on the privatisation of people’s view of reincarnation, in particular relating to Christianity and the New Age movement. The second paper by Blain suggests solutions to various methodological challenges encountered in ethnography by examining her research findings on the shamanic seidr practice in North America. This essay assesses the methodology, ethical considerations and reflexivity, the structure and literature review of both papers using the frameworks constructed by Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  T. Walter & H. Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60, (1999), pp187-197; J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, DISKUS, Volume 6, (2000).]  [2:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: SAGE Publications, 2011), p. 4. ] 




BACKGROUND

Tony Walter is a Professor of Death Studies at the University of Bath, and a Professor Emeritus of the university’s Social and Policy Sciences Department.[footnoteRef:3] He has a broad interest in social and religious topics, particularly the ‘sociological understanding of death in modern society’.[footnoteRef:4] A Very Private Belief was written during Walter’s time at the University of Reading, working as a Reader in Sociology. The research is a joint effort with the sociologist Helen Waterhouse, who taught at the Open University at the time and published several papers on Buddhism.[footnoteRef:5] A Very Private Belief was published in the quarterly academic journal Sociology of Religion, a renowned publication for original and high-quality research, and the official journal of the Association for the Sociology of Religion.[footnoteRef:6]  [3:  University of Bath, Tony Walter (2026), https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter/, [accessed 04/03/2026]]  [4:  University of Bath, Tony Walter (2026),  https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter/, [accessed 04/03/2026]]  [5:  Open University, Helen Waterhouse (2026), https://oro.open.ac.uk/view/person/hjw26.html?_gl=1*1cilf1z*_up*MQ..*_ga*OTc2MzUwMTg5LjE3NzI2NDEwMzI.*_ga_Z74G55VLY4*czE3NzI2NDEwMzEkbzEkZzAkdDE3NzI2NDEwMzEkajYwJGwwJGgxMjI2MDYxMTk3JGRLdjFUZE54MldNQ1pXTmZaLWdSTEVzVzZoaG0wbndIS3pn*_ga_43365CF947*czE3NzI2NDEwMzEkbzEkZzAkdDE3NzI2NDEwMzEkajYwJGwwJGgxNjQyODQ3MjY5JGQ2dFk2anZQQm5JOHFHUzhSS1BYMXp0SWg3c3A0NU5zNmZn, [accessed 04/03/2026] ]  [6:  Oxford Academic, Sociology of Religion: About the Journal (2026), https://academic.oup.com/socrel/pages/About, [accessed 04/03/2026]] 


Jenny Blain is a senior lecturer in applied social sciences at Sheffield Hallam University and leads the master’s programme in Social Sciences.[footnoteRef:7] Her research investigates the identity and meaning of contemporary Paganism, especially Heathenry.[footnoteRef:8] Speaking Shamanistically was originally presented as a talk at a cultural research conference at the Ohio State University in 1999, and was published a year later in DISKUS, the electronic journal of the British Association for the Study of Religion running from 1993 to 2013.[footnoteRef:9] It is also one of Blain’s earlier works on shamanic seidr, a practice, defined by Blain, that alters the state of consciousness to achieve oracular or divinatory purposes.[footnoteRef:10]  [7:  Robert Wallis & Jenny Blain, ‘From Respect to Reburial: Negotiating Pagan Interest in Prehistoric Human Remains in Britain, through the Avebury Consultation’, Public Archaeology, 10 (1), (2011), pp. 23-45.]  [8:  Occult World, Jenny Blain (2022), https://occult-world.com/blain-jenny/, [accessed 13/03/2026]]  [9:  Center for Folklore Studies, Going Native Conference: A look back (1999), https://cfs.osu.edu/archived-web-pages/conferences/1999, [accessed 13/03/2026]; JBASR, DISKUS (2013), https://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/index.html, [accessed 13/03/2026] ]  [10:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p.3-4. ] 


The two papers chosen for this comparison essay are both research on cosmology, which is defined by Nick Campion from the anthropological perspective, as the worldviews or ‘notions about the way the world works’.[footnoteRef:11] A Very Private Belief explores that of death and afterlife, while Speaking Shamanistically of the interaction between the human world and the spirit world.   [11:  Nick Campion, ‘The Importance of Cosmology in Culture: Contexts and Consequences’, in Trends in Modern Cosmology. (Intech, 2017). P.3-17. ] 




RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The view that cosmology is deeply personal is shared by many scholars, such as Fiona Bowie, Alan Dundes, David Hay and Rebecca Nye.[footnoteRef:12] Earlier researchers of social sciences adopt the positivist paradigm of Emile Durkheim, which borrows the objective and empirical attitudes from natural sciences and applies them to the study.[footnoteRef:13] However, in the 1970s Clifford Geertz and Claude Lévi-Strauss both criticise this deductive model and instead propose an interpretive paradigm when dealing with complex issues such as beliefs, emotions and behaviours that offer subjective meanings.[footnoteRef:14] This notion strongly resonates with one of Walter & Waterhouse’s conclusions that beliefs in reincarnation are difficult to capture via closed-ended questions without providing the context and the explanation.[footnoteRef:15] As if foreseeing the problem, Walter & Waterhouse applied a mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods, adopting both the positivist paradigm of Durkheim and the interpretive paradigm of Geertz. The methodology of their research is explained in great detail. A hypothesis that the concept of reincarnation has no attachment to religious beliefs and practices was formulated after a review of data from earlier studies and the European Values Surveys between the 1940s to 1990s. Then a small group of interviewees were recruited through informal networks, local advertisement and snowballing in 1997. People of Eastern or New Age religions were purposely excluded from the study because reincarnation is a core doctrine of those religions. A local survey, although not specified, was used to collect the interviewees’ age and occupational data. Intensive unstructured interviews were subsequently conducted among adults, and group interviews among schoolchildren. The interview data was interpreted jointly by the two authors from religious study and sociology perspectives.  [12:  Fiona Bowie, The Anthropology of Religion. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002); A. Dundes, ‘Folk Ideas as Units of Worldview’, Journal of American Folklore, Vol. 84, No. 331, (1971), pp. 93-103; D. Hay, & R. Nye, The Spirit of the Child, (London: Jessica Kingsley Publishing, 2006). ]  [13:  Ted Benton, ‘Positivism and Ideology in the Work of Emile Durkheim’, in Philosophical Foundations of the Three Sociologies. (London: Routledge, 1977), pp.83-98.]  [14:  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays by Clifford Geertz. (New York: Basic Books, 1973). P. 3-32; Claude Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology Volume II. (London: Penguin Books, 1977). P. 6-32. ]  [15:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp.192. ] 



In contrast, the approach that Blain took to gather research data is via ethnography, which is purely qualitative. Defined by Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, ethnography ‘aims to understand the world from the perspectives of the study participants, often referred as the insider or emic perspective’, opposed to the outsider perspective that the quantitative approach offers.[footnoteRef:16] Blain’s active role in the reconstructed shamanic communities gives her the unique opportunity to interview and closely observe her participants, and analyse her own experience, i.e. autoethnography.[footnoteRef:17] The paper Speaking Shamanistically contains three transcribed interviews of seidr practitioners in North America describing their journeys into the spirit world, as well as Blain’s self-reflection on her conflicting positions as both an academia and an insider. Although the paper provides rich insight into the social and cultural context of the communities Blain studies, as well as vivid descriptions of personal experience, it lacks methodological details. No information, for example, is given about the data collection date, methods or process. This shortcoming makes it challenging for future replication research or to evaluate the quality of Blain’s data. Nevertheless, since Blain’s paper was originally presented at a conference to create dialogues and generate debates among scholars, a general summary without methodological details may be sufficient for this purpose.  [16:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative, p.46. ]  [17:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p.1. ] 




ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS AND REFLEXIVITY

According to Kathryn Haynes, reflexivity is an awareness of the mutual influence of the researcher and the object of their qualitative research.[footnoteRef:18] The two papers in discussion were written in the late 1990s, a time, that Haynes argues, when the concept of reflexivity had already existed but had not gone popular. [footnoteRef:19] Both papers demonstrate an reflexive awareness.  [18:  Kathryn Haynes, ‘Reflexivity in qualitative research’. In C. Cassell, & G. Symon (Eds.), The Practice of Qualitative Organizational Research: Core Methods and Current Challenges, (SAGE, 2012), p.72. ]  [19:  Haynes, ‘Reflexivity’, p.72. ] 


There are several methodological, ethical and subjective issues regarding Walter & Waterhouse’s research. Firstly, the sample they took was from South West England, a region – based on the statistics from the Office for National Statistics of the same decade – habitats a large atypical population of minority faiths and beliefs, especially of Paganisms and Spiritualism.[footnoteRef:20] Therefore, to claim that the research findings represent the general population of contemporary England is problematic. Secondly, while the authors are aware of homogeneity and overrepresentations of certain age and social groups, due to their limited recruitment strategy, they insist that their results are in consistency with the EVS data, which is less convincing. In addition, when conducting group interviews with schoolchildren, no ethical practice was mentioned to eliminate peer-pressure or cause of emotional stress and embarrassment, which can influence the accuracy of participants’ answers. In terms of subjectivity, the authors seem to hold biases towards minority faiths and beliefs. Some use of language, such as ‘obvious New Agers’ and ‘spiritual superstars’, carries patronising tones. When determining if a participant is a New Age follower or not, the judgment was made, according to Walter & Waterhouse, ‘intuitively’, by the person’s appearance and home decoration, which holds zero academic ground and reinforces stereotypes. Moreover, the exclusion of Hindus, Sikhs and Buddhists from the study is based on a presumption that people from these religious groups are all fundamentalists and believe in reincarnation. However, this rationale is dubious and not backed by recent research evidence.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  BBC, Census Faith Statistics Revealed (2004), http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/cornwall/4097673.stm, [accessed 06/03/2026]]  [21:  N. Sahgal, J. Evans, A. M. Salazar, K. J. Starr, & M. Corichi, ‘Religious Beliefs’, Religion in India: Tolerance and Segregation, (2021), pp. 193–210, https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2021/06/29/religion-in-india-tolerance-and-segregation/] 


In Blain’s paper, reflexivity is integrated into all parts of her debate on the issues of situatedness, oncology, terminology, and epistemology of ethnography.  Theoretically, A Very Private Belief embraces modernism, while Speaking Shamanistically is explicitly feminist and postmodernist. Blain consciously engages with her theoretical positions, and use them to direct her research into a more female narrative focused path and to create new solutions to methodological problems, including creating cultural-specific definitions such as ‘spirits’. Furthermore, giving the advantage of being an insider, Blain demonstrates great sensitivity and understanding towards the ethical concern of damage to the reputation of the researchers. The major ethical issue in Blain’s paper, however, lies in the lack of consent and anonymity. There is no clear explanation of how the participants’ data were collected and whether informed consent was obtained. Personal and specific data, such as name, religious belief, gender, sexuality, and location, is revealed in the paper, which makes the individual identifiable, and shows little considerations to the anonymity of the participants. 



STRUCTURE AND LITERATURE REVIEW

A Very Private Belief is written in an academic journal format, following a research design style with content clearly sectioned into introduction, method, findings, and conclusion. The thorough literature review allows five concepts to develop, namely religious associations, the nature, source, content and effects of reincarnation belief. The review of historical data is slightly unbalanced, with a focus on the period of 1980 to 1990. Some data is also inconsistent with the statement that ‘the numbers of westerners interested in reincarnation greatly exceed the numbers of westerners attached to Eastern or New Age religions’.[footnoteRef:22] The schoolchildren’s data in Walter & Waterhouse’s paper is not well presented, and the analysis is not made distinguishable from the adult group. Three articles by the authors that may contain such detail are unpublished, which makes access impossible. Some logic of the paper is also in question. For example, the paper develops a theory that the privatisation of reincarnation beliefs reflects the modern concept of the self, based on participants’ high value of spirit over body and oversimplified definitions of African pagan beliefs and Buddhist philosophy, which makes the argument less plausible. When identifying the sources of influences to people’s reincarnation beliefs, the participant who experienced past-life regression was categorised as having second-hand experiences, rather than as speaking of first hand personal experience. This seems to be a confusion about what is defined as personal. The discussion on morality is also rushed and lacks transparency. Morality, broadly defined by William Frankena, is a ‘moral action guide’.[footnoteRef:23] Walter & Waterhouse arrive at a conclusion that the reincarnation belief has little impact on morality, without specifying how they measured morality. The behaviour of seeking comfort in bereavement is included in the discussion, even though the behaviour itself has little to do with morality. Therefore, the argument of morality contains little relevant data support.  [22:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp.187. ]  [23:  W. K. Frankena, ‘The Concept of Morality’, The Journal of Philosophy, 63(21), (1966), pp. 688–696.] 


In comparison, Speaking Shamanistically is written as a summary of a conference talk, the content of which is divided into four sections, each with a title like a book chapter or a newspaper long-read. The use of language is slightly informal, but the writing is highly engaging, following a strong narrative. Blain intrigues the audience in the first ‘chapter’ with a personal story of attending a shamanic wedding, then presents various existing philosophical thoughts surrounding shamanism. In the second ‘chapter’, she selects two interviews, and highlights a methodological problem of situatedness in describing experiential data. Then she suggests a postmodernist solution, but at the same time raises another facet of the methodology, i.e. oncological position, which leads to the final ‘chapter’. Similar process of problem-solving repeats, and a third interview data is presented and analysed, while a combination of feminist and postmodernist perspectives, as well as critical awareness and reflexivity are offered as solutions. The drawback of this style of writing is that the arguments are built upon one another, and it can be time-consuming for other researchers to identify the author’s findings and conclusions. Extensive literature review is conducted on previous research data, philosophical theories and research frameworks, which gives a solid foundation for Blain’s arguments.



CONCLUSION (200)

To summarise, A Very Private Belief and Speaking Shamanistically are two very different papers in nature, written for completely different audiences. To evaluate their qualities, the two papers vary in strengths and weaknesses. The first paper is a research article that employs a mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods. Its biggest strengths lie in its research design, detail in methodology and well-arranged article structure. It exercises some degree of reflexivity, but with some limitations and bias. Some arguments of the paper are stretched and not supported by evidence. The second paper is a write-up of a cultural research conference talk. Its arguments are well-built up and supported by data via an ethnographical approach. The paper is very reflexive on many levels, but ignores methodological detail. Both papers are supported by rich literature reviews, although some choices of data review in A Very Private Belief are questionable. Both papers are aware of their theoretical perspectives, and utilises them for theory developing. 
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