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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources.
Word Count: 1,675
This essay compares and contrast two papers: Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.  In DISKUS Volume 6 (2000) and Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. 1991. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60, 187-197. 
The aim of the essay is to review the methodology which has been chosen by the researchers and identify if they were accurate in their choices; given the subject of their research and the results they present.  The discussion will begin with a brief description of each paper and then focus upon the content included such as the literature review, data collection, synthesis and subsequent discussion.
Blain’s
 states ‘this paper reflects not only on what ‘insiders’ do, but also on academia with its practices and discourses’.  She discussed her experience while observing the ‘shamanistic practice known as Seidr’ and is open when revealing her knowledge and experience of this practice.  Blain
 is a senior lecturer at School of Science and Law at Sheffield Hallam University, UK and identifies ‘I am an anthropologist’ explaining ‘an earlier version of this paper was given at the conference on ‘Going Native’, Folklore Centre, Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio, May  21,1999’ whilst this paper was published in 2000.  She has written and published previously and cites her previous work in this article.
Walter and Waterhouse
 state their paper ‘summarizes the findings of a small intensive interview study of a group of English people who take seriously the possibility of reincarnation’.  They
 assert ‘survey data indicate a substantial minority of westerners who have no attachment to Eastern or New Age religion but who nevertheless believe in reincarnation’.  Walter and Waterhouse
  state their article will explore what reincarnation means to ‘some those who believe in it’ and ‘in particular’  the article ‘asks whether the twentieth century privatization of belief makes it easier to hold beliefs not taught by one's church’.  Walter
 identifies himself as working for the Department of Sociology, University of Reading while  Waterhouse is identified as working for the Open University.  During the article
, their interests are stated as ‘Waterhouse coming from a religious studies perspective, Walter from sociology’.   They have both written individually, published and unpublished, which they cite in the literature they used for this article.  This paper was published in the journal ‘Sociology of Religion’ in 1999 with no additional information when it was actually completed.  
From the beginning of her research article, Blain
 asserts the research she is conducting is ‘experiential’ in nature.  Stake
 explains ‘experiential understanding’ is based upon searching for ‘happenings’ as opposed to looking for ‘causes’. Blain achieves this as she includes accounts from the subjects who engage in the practice she is concerned with; Seidr- a ‘reconstructed religious tradition’ originating from Iceland but now being ‘reconstituted in North America and Europe’.  She retells her experience of attending a wedding that she is expected to dance at, explaining how her work as an anthropologist has led to this encounter; setting the scene to discuss her work up to this point.  Blain
 presents three accounts and in so doing identifies them being obtained from ‘an informed outsider’, ‘a practitioners account’ and her own’ impressionistic account.  She divides her article with the subheadings: ‘A dance for a wedding’, ‘Seidr and the anthropologist and ‘Shamans and Anthropologists’.  This allows for her to effectively evaluate the accounts she has included and explore how she feels about what she is researching and the subjective effect she has upon her findings and the interpretation of these findings.  

Walter and Waterhouse
 use a mixed methodological approach.  Hek
 explains this is when the researcher will  use different data collection such as a surveys with quantitative data alongside qualitative data collection such as interviews.  They base their research upon ‘survey data’; a survey from 1947, from the ‘1950’s’ and the European Values Survey (EVS) from 1981 and 1990; conclusions they reach from this data or rather as they put it ‘because the survey data pose intriguing questions’ then encouraged them to conduct a small scale interview study, ‘in order to elicit the meaning of reincarnation to who believe in’.  They divide their article with the headings: ‘Survey data’, ‘Interview data’ and the subheadings of their ‘Findings’: ‘Religious Associations’, ‘The Nature of Belief’, ‘Sources of Belief’, ‘The Content of Belief’, ‘Effects’ before drawing their Conclusions.  During the discussion, Walter and Waterhouse
  draw upon the survey data alongside the  interview data to explore the beliefs, opinion and perspectives of the interviewees.  The interviewees are comprised of adults and children of varying backgrounds as Walter and Waterhouse
 ‘the intention was not to assemble a representative sample, but to discover the range of meanings given to the idea of reincarnation’.      
It appears the main argument presented in Blain’s
 paper is focused upon her position as narrator and how she is viewed in the context of ethnography, as she ‘moves towards intuitive experiential anthropology’.  She acknowledges how her ‘everyday’ experience links with the ‘otherworld’ experience of the Seidr and that moving ‘from one to the other’ informs each whilst acknowledging the difficulty this presents.

Whilst, Walter and Waterhouse’s
 argument is based upon their view, as sociologists, that ‘western society's two major belief systems, namely Christianity and secularism’ hold   reincarnation as ‘.. a deviant belief which people "ought" not to hold’.  They use the survey data and their interview data to justify that reincarnation is a subject held separately from religion and morals that they have found to be ’a very private belief’.    
 The narrative style which Blain has chosen to present her paper is a logical structure that fits the purpose of conveying the content of her writing.  Bell and Waters
  state ‘the use and interpretation of narratives’ is respected as a means of conducting  and presenting qualitative research.  This choice allows her to explore the methodological issues indicated such as ‘going native’ and the ‘insider’ perspective’ or as it is also known, the ‘emic’ perspective.  Hennick, Hutter and Bailey
 describe the emic perspective as understanding people’s lived experience from the perspective of the people themselves, rather than focusing on facts; which is clearly the case in Blain’s paper.  As a result of the accounts she includes, Blain is able to sustain the readers interest with ‘rich and deep’ description; Bryman
 indicates this is typical of qualitative research, which in turn, supports the argument Blain presents.    Explanation of any unfamiliar terms from the shamanistic practices to the technical terms she incorporates, regarding qualitative research methodology are provided appropriately and clearly.  
Unfortunately, neither of the papers conducted a literature review.  Aveyard
 asserts ‘[it] provides a full picture’, which would have proved beneficial for the reader.  The authors of both papers present the previous work they have published (or not) as credible academic rationale for their current research in the papers discussed.  However, Walter and Waterhouse
 do set this research apart from their previous research, by explaining this article ‘differs in a) summarizing all the main findings together, and b) framing them within the debate about the privatization of contemporary religion’.   
Walter and Waterhouse
  use a more traditional manner of presenting their research.  They present and discuss the ‘survey data’ and ‘interview data’ first, deriving subsequent findings from this discussion.   Consequently, the discussion throughout the paper contains quantitative data alongside their qualitative data.  This does indeed support their description of an ‘intensive study’ however the resulting discussion is anything but ‘small’.  Walter and Waterhouse
 develop their findings with their personal knowledge and opinions of the subject topic however they do not appear to acknowledge this influence upon their interpretation and presentation of the findings at any time.  Hennick, Hutter and Bailey
 explain qualitative data analysis is ‘interpretative’, whereby researchers seek to interpret the meanings that participants themselves give to their view and experiences but acknowledge that this approach brings the researcher’s ‘subjective influence’ to the research process, particularly during data collection and interpretation.  Bryman
 explains the researcher will frequently ‘exhibit a focus of interest which may not be part of their subjects’ viewpoint’.  Walter and Waterhouse
 persist throughout the paper in drawing conclusions from the findings that are clearly driven by their knowledge and interest, in and around the subject topic.  Hennick, Hutter and Bailey
 propose ‘reflexivity is a process that involves conscious self-reflection on the part of the researchers’ in an effort to reveal any influence they may have upon their research.  This would appear to support the use of reflexivity continually throughout the research process including: participant selection, the setting and conduct of the data collection, not just data interpretation and presentation. Walter and Waterhouse
 acknowledge their respondents ‘considerably over-represent the older age groups and the higher social classes’ and that they ‘deliberately excluded Hindus, Sikhs, and Buddhists’ and ‘obvious New Agers.  The rationale that Walter and Waterhouse
 state for this is ‘we were not interested in the meanings given to reincarnation by people who believe it because their religion tells them to’.       
As Hennick Hutter and Bailey
 state, ‘qualitative data analysis is interpretative’, whereby researchers seek to interpret the meanings that participants themselves give to their view and experiences.  This appears to have been achieved by the research presented by Blain however Walter and Waterhouse appear to hold as much weight to their views and experiences, as those of their interviewees.  The presentation of Blain’s paper encourages the views of her participants to be observed in the context of their environment whilst the data collected and analysed by Walter and Waterhouse appears to be led by what they already know about the subject which appears to create the context for the interviews.   Whereas Blain takes consideration in presenting the subject and participants with sensitivity and respect, it seems Walter and Waterhouse use their participants to justify their opinions.   Aveyard
  states ‘the fundament principle of qualitative research is to explore meaning and develop understanding of the topic’. While Blain has achieved a meaningful paper, Walter and Waterhouse do not develop an understanding of their topic.  It is evident from the comparison of these two papers that some qualitative researchers achieve this and others do not.
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