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Assignment 1: Compare the methodologies used in two research papers, discussing the position of the researchers in relation to their fields of research

[bookmark: _GoBack]Word count – 1013 excluding headings, captions and bibliography

Introduction:
This essay compares and contrasts the following two research papers:

Jenny Blain, Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  See Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’. DISKUS Volume 6 (2000).] 


Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  See Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, Vol. 60, No. 2 (1999), pp. 187-197.] 


The essay is divided into three sections.  The first deals with the research methodologies used by the authors.  The second is about where they appear to stand on the insider – outsider spectrum.  The third part of the essay focusses on the data sources analysed in the research and presentation of results.

Research methodologies:

Both papers have clearly articulated, but quite different research methodologies.  In A Very Private Belief, Walter and Waterhouse initiated their project by using historical survey data to develop a set of interviews with a specific group of people.[footnoteRef:3]  In Speaking Shamanistically, Blain combined some interviews with a substantial element reporting personal experience of Seidr.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 188-189.]  [4:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 1.] 


More specifically, Walter and Waterhouse deliberately excluded interviewees from groups whose religion and belief systems would tend to support the concept of reincarnation.  The excluded list comprised Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists and ‘obvious New Agers’. With regard to the adult interviewees they tried to match the research group to the type of people identified in the published European Values Surveys (EVS).  However, Walter and Waterhouse noted that, in fact, the older age ranges and higher social classes were overrepresented compared to the EVS data.  They stated that the interviews were very open ended with care to avoid leading questions.  This suggests the interview type was somewhere between semi-structured and unstructured.  The interviews were carried out and recorded in the person’s own home which may have been an additional factor in the depth of the responses.  Group interviews with a range of school children of various ages were also conducted.  The paper does not give enough details of the group interviews to be sure of the methodology and how any ethical considerations were handled.[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 18.] 

In contrast the research methodology employed by Blain combined interviews with seidworkers and what appears to be extensive personal experience, or auto-ethnography, of the practice of seidr seances.[footnoteRef:6]   In the paper she noted that the practice of seidr does involve various states of altered consciousness on the part of the audience and more so for the seidworker who was described as going into an ecstatic trance.   Blain described using and reporting this personal research method as challenging in the academic environment that prevailed in 2000.  However, she strongly justified her method saying that ‘I cannot create ethnography by appropriating local knowledges’.[footnoteRef:7]  Even so Blain talks extensively about her difficulties in communicating the results to typical academic audiences and noted fears that her approach could be a career limiting risk.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 1.]  [7:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 9.]  [8:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 9.] 


Position of the researchers on the insider – outsider continuum:

Walter and Waterhouse could be described as outsiders, but in the text, they note that Waterhouse has a religious studies background and Walter has sociology expertise.[footnoteRef:9]  So perhaps informed outsiders might be a better classification.  On the other hand, Blain appears to have clearly worked with a dual track approach.  Part of her research is based on reporting participants’ descriptions of seidr seances, i.e. an outsider’s perspective.  However, the other part is derived from her personal experiences of being a participant.  Blain stated ‘My choice is to enter the world of the seidworker, as a native-speaker’.[footnoteRef:10]  She is clear that this meant much more than what conventional anthropological jargon would describe as ‘going native, or total cultural immersion’.  Consequently, Blain not only has a deep understanding of the seidr community’s internal workings and its connection with ‘the spirits’, but also how it links with the outside world.  It appears she has been able to move seamlessly along the complete range of the insider – outsider continuum. [9:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.]  [10:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 9.] 


How the researchers used their data sources and communicated results:

Walter and Waterhouse appear to have used an eclectic literature review to support both their project design and research conclusions. It covered a wide range of spiritual beliefs and historical perspectives.  It is noted that both authors have previously written on the subject of reincarnation, unpublished in the case of Walter.  A slight question might therefore be raised about how much the conclusions were coloured by their previous writings and whether at least one of them might actually be an insider.[footnoteRef:11]  A third of the interview respondents were identified as practicing Christians.  Whilst obvious reincarnation believers were excluded from the interviews, it is not clear from the historical elements of the bibliography whether the authors acknowledged there were a significant proportion of early Christian theologians who actually did support the concept of reincarnation.  For example, see Elizabeth Jensen’s paper on The Argument over Reincarnation in Early Christianity[footnoteRef:12]   [11:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 197.
]  [12:  Elizabeth Jensen, ‘The Argument over Reincarnation in Early Christianity’, Historia: The Alpha Rho Papers, (epubs.utah.edu/index.php/historia/article/view/578/448)] 


As a significant part of Blain’s project was based on her insider experiences and deep personal knowledge the bibliography appears to be heavily orientated towards her previous writings and descriptions of similar practices.  At several points in the paper she noted the difficulty of communicating her insider experiences with a ‘rational’ academic audience.  She wrote about interview accounts as being a safer option for researchers, protecting them from the charge of “having gone native’.[footnoteRef:13]  Walter and Waterhouse appear to have followed this route when writing up their results on reincarnation.  Being an insider was perhaps a particularly sensitive issue when writing about, or presenting on altered states such as those that may be involved in seidr.  However, there has been extensive scientific research on different brain states since the nineteenth century, for example, using electroencephalography.   A 1984 paper on Thaipusam in Malaysia by Colleen Ward is an example of how some of that type of research might have been incorporated in a way that explained trances and altered states to a so-called rational audience.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 5.]  [14:  Colleen Ward, Thaipusam in Malaysia: A Psycho-anthropological Analysis of Ritual Trance, Ceremonial Possession and Self-Mortification Practices. Ethos
Vol. 12, No. 4 (Winter, 1984), pp. 307-334.
] 


Conclusions:

Both papers are well structured, clearly written with conclusions that appear to honour the data sources used by the researchers.  However, there is a distinct difference in the methodologies and position on the insider – outsider continuum.  Walter and Waterhouse appear to have taken the academically safer route of writing as informed outsiders.  On the other hand, Blain took a possibly more courageous step of writing and presenting research on altered states from an auto-ethnographic perspective as well as an informed outsider. In her own words she was a ‘native speaker’.
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