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Essay 1
This essay critically compared and contrasted two papers, T. Walter & H. Waterhouse, “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England” Sociology of Religion, Volume 60 Number 2 (Summer 1999), 187-197, and Jenny Blain, “Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality”, in DISKUS, Volume 6, (2000) 1-10. This essay additionally proceeded to review the authors’ research methods and examined the differences how they conducted their observations of particular social phenomena within their chosen fields of research. Each research demonstrated certain methodologies that structured the ways the authors framed their approaches to find theories, hypotheses, procedures, analysis and interpretations. The essay further looked at how the authors planned their research design, in what way they organized their data collection, also how their recruitments for participants were chosen. Furthermore this essay explored how the researchers positioned themselves within their research, such as from the angle of an outsider or as a pure observer from the insider perspective as an observing participant. Then finally the essay looked at what problems the researchers met up with during the research procedure and how they dealt with them.  The essay then unpacked the methodologies portrayed in both papers and assessed how the research was carried out. 
To recapitulate the first paper, Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse (1999) examined that reincarnation not being part of a conventional western English religion was therefore deviant belief. This implied to researchers a non-normative view point. 
Walter and Waterhouse contended that reincarnation, although the subjects incorporated it into various aspects of their lives it did not stop them from retaining accepted western conventional religious views nor did it encourage them to change their faith over to those that would be more in keeping to the ideas of reincarnation such as in Eastern and New Age religions. Walter and Waterhouse posited that this occurrence fitted typically into the trend of privatized religion and that this was an increasing feature found in contemporary western societies, in particular in England. 
 Interested to investigate the extent of privately maintaining the deviant belief of reincarnation that was noted in other studies as an increasing trend, Walter and Waterhouse mixed quantitive and qualitative methods to draw out inferences from reincarnation concepts already established in Eastern and affiliated religions also along with New Ageism yet separated from religious conventional beliefs. Similar studies from other surveys provided Walter and Waterhouse a background into the causal connections enabling them to define its operational behaviour. These concepts provided them a prerequisite for a theory to form their hypothesis that interest in reincarnation exceeds the number of westerners attached to Eastern or New Age religions. 

On the other hand the second paper by Jenny Blain presented a different approach which demanded entirely other diverse outcomes. Blain’s paper depicted a study of shamanic seidr communities from Northern American regions to territories in Northern Scandinavia where shamanistic seidr ceremonies are part of a growing and new developing reconstructed cultural religious identity taken mainly from older Icelandic myths and sagas. Blain described her work as experiential and aimed to convey it with a particular type of understanding known as “verstehen” 
 in order to communicate academically the experience from an insider’s point of view to the outsider.  Judith Bell expressed that the ethnographer’s approach was to capture the social meanings of the participants ordinary activities found in their specific cultural practices in their natural setting. 
 In spite of this Blain argued that the seidr practitioner’s work was sourced within various realities which would appear to be too irrational to the conventional western mind set. Blain herself learnt this seidr practice in order to participate fully and understand the seidr practitioner’s narration. From this experience Blain advocated that multi-sited ethnography would be very much needed to accept further aspects of the insider’s participant-observers approach which was still regarded in anthropological circles as unconventional and not so straight forward but hoped that it could become widely accepted among academics. 
 Blain’s main emphasis was the narrative variant which would lend to facilitate a better exploration of the multi realities found in the practices of seidr séances. Blain therefore wrote the paper in a narrative manner to convey through the narrative form how personal experiences could be authentically presented. 
 Not only did this relate multiple perspectives of the data content but it also illustrated the conflicts which Blain as the anthropologist faced when trying to describe other realities experienced by seidr practitioners. She was also concerned of the fact that by conveying irrational realities would receive little acceptance from academic outsiders who are firmly based in a rational western mindset. 
From a dissimilar angle Walter and Waterhouse began their research with previous studies survey reviews. This aided them to find out if the established results would generalize their hypothesis about a certain demographic population and be applicable towards designing a method to discover new aspects of previous sociological theories. 
 Alan Bryman proposed that this is a standard technique in quantitative research for other researchers to reproduce similar methods enabling them to observe and gather data in a similar repeated manner.  Bryman claimed in this way other researchers could replicate the same investigation within other contexts. This method is recognized to enable a guarantee of neutrality within other experiments permitting it to be applicable for other numerous and diverse investigations without it becoming specific to one type of investigation or research. Surveys as Bryman pointed out sets up similar experimental conditions which avoid the researchers’ personal biases. 
  In order to reflect variances in the explored social trend Walter and Waterhouse heightened their method with a qualitative analysis from their survey data. The convergence of the two methods not only complimented but also enhanced their results which were done through the checking in the data consistencies and variances to confirm its reliability and external validity. 
   
Waterhouse  previously conducted two years earlier a study comprised of small scale interviews to elucidate the meanings of reincarnation from some thirty interviewees. The previous work drawn into their current study ensured that the researchers chose carefully its wording so that it would mean the same to all the respondents to represent prominent features within the selected population. 
 Bryman emphasised that although replications in social studies could lower research standards its main concern however would be that it would have a replicability which is significantly typified in quantitative research.  Bryman took up further this idea to confirm that questions from the original studies could be reemployed for future investigations. 
 Walter and Waterhouse drew on previous surveys dating as far back to the 1940’s to indicate, although the trend fluctuated over the years, that it formed a basis to their study. They signalled a causal relationship between an increase of interest in reincarnation within a selected demographic population that had no relationship to Eastern or New Age religions to the trend of privatized religions.  
In contrast Blain informed her audience of academic that her knowledge was mainly the result of her own perceived personal experiences locating herself fully within the seidr narrative and became simultaneously the narrator. 
Although not stated, Blain would have generated her theories from the empirical data taken from the interpretations of discourses and dialogues with the seidhworkers who experienced the so termed others from the other realities. Judith Bell denoted that narratives have always being used historically and was an accepted way of relating and developing knowledge and self-knowledge.  
  Blain probably utilized this factor in her paper to indicate the need to allow the outsider, someone who was not familiar of the seidr culture, to develop an understanding by means of a descriptive story format.  This meant that the outsider through the actions and consequences of the narrative could follow seidrworkers’ phenomenological experiences with a better understanding.  
  Blain added that her difficulty was that the context of her study was not grounded in data collected from the real world but from other realities and consciousnesses. Bell affirmed that the approach of the Grounded theory system although not having any specific techniques or methods relied however on data collected from the real world. 
 Kathleen Eisenhardt and Melissa Graebner suggested research gaps not yet focused upon within related literature need to be addressed. Blain drew particular attention to this gap and that other related researches only diffusely drew on Neo-shamanic movements in relation to Jungian theories and entities presumably as part of the human psyche. She stated that research so far had only native informants but no academics that can speak or theorize from within the irrational or consciousnesses. She considered as well whether this would have any relevance for current western societies or if the stakeholders would remain only to be the seidrworkers. 

In a different way the rationale exercised by Walter and Waterhouse encompassed in the selected individuals to be the focus of their empirical study.  Their survey conformed participants as discrete members of anonymity for ethical reasons and were administered into objects of inquiry. 
 Former literature grounded their inquiries into the debates how religious beliefs in the current era were becoming to be more matters of personal choices. Social trends such as pressures from Christian orthodox religions pertained to influence other religious beliefs which forced them to evolve within the private sphere.  Walter and Waterhouse considered that if there was any belief that could be more private it was the upholding the belief in reincarnation. This guided them to carefully ensure that the respondents would seriously entertain the idea of reincarnation.  Their participant recruitment excluded denominations of religions that had reincarnation as part of their teachings as well as displaying leanings towards any form of New Ageisms. Walter and Waterhouse triangulated their findings by means of qualitative analysis of the data according to their faculty backgrounds. Walter from the sociology sector analysed and interpreted the social trends and Waterhouse from the religious studies the religious traits. Their findings noted three outstanding features about reincarnation but also that this had little effect on their regular moral viewpoints. They summed up by stating that they wanted to discover a range of meanings about the idea of reincarnation. However, they did not mention in their conclusion if the belief in reincarnation was on the increase or not. They noted nevertheless that it was not the sort of trend that could herald in a major religious revolution.  
Contrastingly Blain portrayed a very different relationship to her participants. The fact that the main participant invited Blain to dance at her wedding indicated that there was a deep trust, mutual understanding as well as an acceptance of Blain’s knowledge in seidr community practices by her demonstration of a structured ability to phenomenologically perceive the individual’s (the participant’s) experiences. From Blain’s description of the participant, as her case study, indicated a deeper multi levelled and layered structured research paradigm to obtain thick descriptions of seidr séances. 
 Blain deployed a participatory reflective design in her research to uncover societal problems to bridge the gap between the emic and ethic participant. 
 Clive Ruggles pointed out that worldviews need to be culturally relativized because there is still a tendency in the academic world to validate it equally to the western scientific consensus by adhering to the viewpoint that it is still superior rather than it being just different. 
 The focal point of the study being the seidrworkers experiences in the seidr séances allowed Blain to follow the dynamic of unfolding patterns within the seidr mythology where the outcomes were pertinent to the research.  The analysis was inductive and as it started out with general principals but became more specified where Blain described it came from her own longer experiential accounts which she tied in with her own reflective viewpoints. The advantage in Blain’s study was that there was interaction and feedback among the participants within their close knit community which included her also. However as Hennink, Hutter and Bailey pointed out data derived in this manner would be uniquely individual and have no replicability. For Blain this entailed multiple interviews and sessions to even devoting herself to become a seidr shaman which would put years into a study in order to identify the range of issues she illustrated. 
 
In summing up this essay explored the approach of two research methods portrayed in two papers. The first paper by Walter and Waterhouse used a quantitative design to gather data but for interpretation and analysis qualitative methods were used.  The combination of methodologies aided towards the study of the same social phenomena and the qualitative analysis provided an in depth understanding into the meanings of reincarnation. This enabled the authors to identified three main features that characterised social attitudes within a particular demographic group who were identified as regarding reincarnation to be a private matter. Quantitative methods helped with data collection and pin point the social phenomena and qualitative methods help check for internal consistencies and provided a validity of their approach. 
Alternatively, Blain did not test any hypotheses but instead looked into theories from the collected data and did not draw any conclusions about seidr shamanism. However, Blain identified research gaps not only in her own investigation but in other related researches into other realities and consciousnesses.  This not only demonstrated difficulties in finding solutions within academic circles but it illustrated that it is essential to redefine and distinguish the emic position within research designs.  
(word count 2606)
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