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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Word Count: 2684

To truly know a culture, one must understand what it believes. Although belief can be highly idiosyncratic on the personal level, it tends toward the uniform in social groups. As Alvin Goldman suggests, ‘What people believe and know is largely a function of their community and culture, . . . influenced, directly or indirectly, by the utterances and writings of others’.[footnoteRef:2] Belief, then, can be said to have a viral quality, spreading from person to person within social groups. New systems of faith have arisen time and again in human society, often to fade away and be replaced as the needs and realities of these societies change. For ‘outsider’ academics, beliefs can be problematic to discuss; their disbelief might signal superiority or otherness to those they study, and reported accounts of belief or ritual may appear to be merely described, not inhabited. ‘Insider’ academics have another problem entirely; belief in something might signal a lack of objectivity, or the idea that the researcher has ‘gone native.’ The two papers under consideration, ‘A Very Private Belief’[footnoteRef:3] by Walter and Waterhouse, and ‘Speaking Shamanistically’[footnoteRef:4] by Jenny Blain, illustrate this opposition.   [2:  Alvin I. Goldman, 'Social Epistemology', Crítica: Revista Hispanoamericana De Filosofía, 31 (1999), 3-19 (p. 3) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/40104501> [accessed 23 March, 2021].]  [3:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion 60, no. 2 (1999), 187-97 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/3711748> [accessed 16 February, 2021].]  [4:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, DISKUS Volume 6 (2000) <http://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/diskus1-6/blain.txt> [accessed 3 March, 2021].] 

‘A Very Private Belief’ was published in 1999 as part of a grant from the University of Reading Research Endowment Trust[footnoteRef:5] by Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, both of Reading University. The paper was published in Sociology of Religion, the official journal of the Association for the Sociology of Religion (ASR) published by Oxford University Press.[footnoteRef:6] The ASR is an international scholarly association formed in 1938 as the American Catholic Sociological Society and remains affiliated with the Roman Catholic Church today.[footnoteRef:7] Presumably, the audience for this paper is those with a professional or personal interest in sociological trends in religion. The authors began their interviews in the first half of 1997 in the South West of England.[footnoteRef:8] Their essential research question was how many English people believe in reincarnation, and of those, how many are mainstream Christians. They were searching for the prevalence of this ‘deviant’ belief within ‘Christian’ society.  [5:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [6:  Oxford Academic, Sociology of Religion (2020) <https://academic.oup.com/socrel/pages/About> [accessed 25 March, 2021].]  [7:  Sociology of Religion, About the ASR <https://www.sociologyofreligion.com/about/> [accessed 25 March, 2021].]  [8:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 188-189.] 

At the time ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ was published, Blain was an assistant professor of Sociology and Social Anthropology at Dalhousie University in Nova Scotia. Her paper ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ was first given at the conference ‘Going Native’ at Ohio State University in 1999, which, according to Shuman, ‘occurred at a moment in the history of folkloristics when we have willingly discarded our quest for "authentic," undisturbed, or uncontaminated cultural practices’.[footnoteRef:9] Thus, Blain is writing at a time of increasing integration of researcher and subject, which precisely describes her central thesis. The paper was subsequently published in DISKUS, the Journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions, in 2000.[footnoteRef:10] Her subject is Seiđr, which Leszek Gardeła describes as ‘an elaborate world of thought which had the capacity to change the ordinary into the supernatural’.[footnoteRef:11] Blain feels compelled to ‘out’ herself as a believer, a controversial and potentially damaging move for a sociologist because ‘going native’ could threaten her professional credibility. This cognitive dissonance forms the basis for her exploration in this work. [9:  Amy Shuman, Center for Folklore Studies: Going Native Conference, a Look Back <https://cfs.osu.edu/about/archives/conf/1999> [accessed 26 March, 2021].]  [10:  Diskus, The Journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions <http://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/index.html> [accessed 23 March, 2021].]  [11:  Leszek Gardeła, ‘Into Viking Minds: Reinterpreting the Staffs of Sorcery and Unravelling "Seiđr"’, Viking and Medieval Scandinavia, 4 (2008), 45-84, (p. 54) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/45093195> [accessed 23 March, 2021].] 

Walters and Waterhouse begin with a survey of literature that illustrates a growing trend in belief in reincarnation, and they explore this internal contradiction in their Christian subjects. They question whether you can actually be a Christian if your conception of what occurs after death conflicts with the Christian afterlife. The authors point to a powerful new trend in Britain—the privatisation of religion, which permits personal beliefs that may or may not be compatible with established Christianity. The authors suggest this ‘deviant’ belief is so prevalent because it is a reaction to the punitive nature of Christianity where, after death, the departed soul is judged and sentenced. Reincarnation is kinder; every soul is given infinite chances to get it right.[footnoteRef:12] Their ultimate finding is that although fully a quarter of Britons believe in reincarnation, they suffer no cognitive dissonance. Their belief does not signal a spiritual or ethical revolution, and provides them with a benign and pleasant anticipation for their next lives.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 193.]  [13:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 195.] 

On the other hand, Blain discusses her own belief in Seiđr as an exploration of the insider / outsider debate in academics. Seiđr is no Sunday morning church service; the séance inhabits multiple realities, its devotees claiming that altered consciousness, communing with spirits, and trance states take them to where the spirits reside. Blain’s central question concerns her reception by the academy if she admits to being an insider. She suggests that academics like herself have more to offer if they can be permitted to fully inhabit the spaces they study.[footnoteRef:14] She is left with the understanding that as an insider, she will either be forced to compromise her narratives for the academic audience, or be accused of ‘going native’ by them. She suggests that this outdated mode of thinking is a disservice to insider narratives.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 5.]  [15:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 1.] 

Walter and Waterhouse position their study in a context of survey data attempting to measure self-professed belief in reincarnation. They cite nine surveys conducted between 1947 and 1997 that indicate a steady rise in acceptance of reincarnation.[footnoteRef:16] ‘A Very Private Belief’ is a qualitative examination of the authors’ own findings which had been published as quantitative reports separately in 1998 and 1999.[footnoteRef:17] In their attempt to understand the internal contradiction of ‘Christian reincarnationists’, they look to individual expression and self-definition through such authors as Davie, who suggests that the English believe without belonging, and Berger, who states that religious beliefs have become a matter of personal choice and detached from a prescribed system of belief.[footnoteRef:18] This freedom permits these seeming inconsistencies to coexist easily in the attitudes of their interview subjects. [16:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [17:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.]  [18:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.] 

Blain begins her discussion with a mention of Marcus’s concept of multi-sited ethnography as she thinks about the two worlds she must navigate for this topic: the ‘everyday’ world we all inhabit, and the ‘otherworld’ of the Seiđr.[footnoteRef:19] She uses literature to inform the reader about shamanism, place her narratives in context, and describe the challenges facing anthropologists who inhabit the world they study. Because Seiđr is likely little known or understood by her readers, she must spend some time explaining it. She uses five her own publications for this (including one which is unpublished, co-authored with Robert J. Wallis).[footnoteRef:20] For the larger discussion of shamanism as experienced in postmodern culture, she draws on the work of several writers such as Borovsky, who suggests that shamans are beings capable of bridging worlds by using otherworldly spirits to enact real change in our own; Goulet, who describes the sense of ‘shock and disbelief’ that sometimes interferes with outsiders’ acceptance of the Seiđr narratives; Dowson to describe ‘shamanophobia’; Venn to describe the tendency to dismiss Seiđr’s spirits as figments of the participants’ psychology; and Turner to illustrate the inherent biases of the ethnographer reporting on Seiđr rituals.[footnoteRef:21] These sources all help to construct the context Blain finds herself in as both a believer and an academic. [19:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 1.]  [20:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 2.]  [21:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 2.] 

The two papers utilise distinctly different methodologies. Walter and Waterhouse conducted an interview study of both adults and children. The adults were met in their own homes after expressing interest in being interviewed. Two-thirds were female, and one-third were practicing Christians. Non-Christian groups such as Hindus, Buddhists, and Sikhs were excluded on the grounds that their belief systems already include the notion of reincarnation. Their justification in excluding these groups is not equally applied, however. They include interviews with members of Christian spiritualist congregations which do believe in reincarnation, an inconsistency that quite possibly skews their data on the one hand, and suggests some bias on the other.[footnoteRef:22] The authors recruited subjects from groups not dissimilar to themselves: in many cases acquaintances who in turn suggested further contacts, in addition to a call for volunteers on local radio.[footnoteRef:23] Only three of the adult interview subjects were under forty years of age, with the majority (17) being over sixty. Only five of the thirty adults (16.6%) would be considered working class. The interviews were open-ended, without leading questions, and the respondents were permitted to speak in their own terms. The interviews of the children were handled quite differently and are not cited in the paper. These interviews were conducted in three age groups: 11, 14-15, and 17-18.[footnoteRef:24] We are not told of how consent was given, or of any findings from these interviews. [22:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 190-191.]  [23:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.]  [24:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 188-189.] 

Blain’s methodology was essentially the inverse; by discussing her own personal experiences, her approach is reflexive and phenomenological. She employs narrative research, a methodology which allows her to explain some complex processes that might not be explorable otherwise. Alan Bleakley suggests that ‘narrative endow[s] experience with meaning’ by shaping experience,[footnoteRef:25] and her paper explores what her experiences within the communities she studies mean for her as an academic writing about them. However, she suggests that when recounted for an academic audience, her narratives can become compromised. One such narrative she describes was ‘designed for an audience, designed to create an effect’ and she questions how acceptable her own account is.[footnoteRef:26] She mentions that she had been using the words of others in the Seiđr community to express her own experience in order to avoid the ‘charge of having ‘gone native’’.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Alan Bleakley, ‘Stories as Data, Data as Stories: Making Sense of Narrative Inquiry in Clinical Education’, Medical Education, 39 (2005), 534-540 <https://ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eue&AN=16783185&site=ehost-live> [accessed 27 March, 2021].]  [26:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 4.]  [27:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 4.] 

Walters and Waterhouse do not explicitly define where they stand on the insider / outsider continuum. They do not state their religious beliefs or church memberships, nor do they offer their positions on reincarnation or why they have chosen to investigate the phenomenon. But one can infer from their language that they view the belief as ‘other’, calling it ‘deviant’.[footnoteRef:28] They use similarly dismissive language for other groups as well, identifying ‘New Agers’ not with any facet of their beliefs, but instead by their association with props such as ‘Indian skirts, crystals, or new age music’.[footnoteRef:29] Their preemptive exclusion of all reincarnation-believing religions except Christian spiritualists from their study suggests a Christian bias. Why is a Christian sect that believes in reincarnation not also omitted from their research? Might this reflect the founding values of the Sociology of Religion Journal that accepted the paper for publication?  [28:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 187.]  [29:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 191.] 

The demographic they ultimately interview is deliberately homogeneous: white collar, middle-aged and older from Southwest England, a group that a cursory view of their online biographies suggests the authors themselves are a part of.[footnoteRef:30] However, there is no indication that they share any belief in reincarnation. In fact, their bias is revealed in the way they speak of their subjects. The authors use the word ‘belief’ 63 times but admit that their interviewees do not use this word themselves.[footnoteRef:31] Why have they imposed this language on them? Doing so is a misuse of the power they have to represent their subjects as they choose. If their subjects claim to be Christian but flirt with the idea of reincarnation, the authors should respect this curiosity as what it is, and not ascribe to it the solemnity that a word like ‘belief’ conveys. To do so is an imposition and demonstrates a disinterest in the actual experience of their subjects. [30:  University of Bath, Tony Walter <https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter> [accessed 24 March, 2021] and The Open University, Dr. Helen Waterhouse <http://www.open.ac.uk/people/hjw26> [accessed 24 March, 2021].]  [31:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 191-192.] 

Blain on the other hand admits outright that she is a Seiđr insider. She not only ‘goes through the motions’ with those she studies, she actually believes.[footnoteRef:32] She enters the ‘otherworld’ of Seiđr like the others, in a light trance state, from which she makes her observations. She does not question the validity of her fieldwork conducted in this state of altered consciousness,[footnoteRef:33] instead likening herself to the shaman, who ‘becomes a metaphor for the ethnographer of postmodern societies, moving through the worlds’.[footnoteRef:34] Blain holds a ‘dual nationality’ of sorts because she is also an insider of the academic community, a seemingly incompatible situation that she blames on ‘shamanophobia’, the prevailing attitude within the academy that only native informants can speak of direct shamanic experience.[footnoteRef:35] This is her dilemma—she has a privileged vantage point of Seiđr that gives her insider knowledge, but she takes a great risk if she cites it academically.  [32:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 7.]  [33:  Although Blain does not question the quality of fieldwork conducted in an altered state, I feel she should have addressed this directly. I am not entirely convinced it is possible to maintain professional objectivity when altered.]  [34:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 7.]  [35:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 5.] 

The central issue for Blain concerns belief. Seiđr shamans are mediators between people and spirit guides. Participants believe these spirits are real, but the academy gets stuck on the question of, ‘do the spirits exist?’ and explains them away as manifestations of the participant’s psyche or unconscious.[footnoteRef:36] Similarly, the ecstatic trances of the experience are dismissed as hallucinations;[footnoteRef:37] but for the believers, the trance is never even the focus—it is merely the vehicle to deliver them to the spirits. Blain suggests that because her colleagues disregard the belief, they get stuck on the mechanics of Seiđr and are blind to what the practice actually is.  [36:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 6.]  [37:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 5.] 

Blain explores this dilemma by giving us two separate narratives of the Seiđr experience: the first is an emic account from an interview subject which describes the ritual with a participant’s understanding—a generalized description of ‘what usually happens’. This narrative is written for outsiders; it helps explain the idea of Seiđr, but it is an oversimplification that lacks any spiritual revelation. The second account is of Blain’s own experience, but ‘watered down’ for an academic audience. She says she feels compelled to shift to an etic mode both to create an effect for her fellow academics, and to protect herself from the charge of ‘going native’.[footnoteRef:38] The net result is that she herself must discount her special insider knowledge, devaluing her contributions to the field. [38:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 4.] 

Ethically, ‘A Very Private Belief’ has a few issues centred around their use of children as interview subjects. Hennick, et al, insist that informed consent must be provided by all research subjects, and that ‘the persons giving consent must also be of legal age’.[footnoteRef:39] Regardless of whether or not the interview data was used, the interviews themselves were unethical. To further complicate matters, we are not told how the children were selected for these group interviews. If they were interviewed in school or church, would they have had the right to ‘refuse participation without negative consequences?”. Were alternative spaces provided for any children who refused? With all children there is an inherent risk of mockery, bullying, and embarrassment in groups.[footnoteRef:40] Ethically, the authors must safeguard their subjects from this sort of social pressure. Would the children have spoken honestly and openly knowing their words were overheard by their peers?  [39:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn. (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2020), pp. 72-73.]  [40:  Kirk, Susan, 'Methodological and Ethical Issues in Conducting Qualitative Research with Children and Young People: A Literature Review', International Journal of Nursing Studies, 44 (2007), 1250-1260, (1254) <https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/science/article/pii/S0020748906002550> [accessed 27 March, 2021].] 

Blain’s research subject is herself, but she does name a fellow Seiđr practitioner, Jordsvin. She recounts his narrative and ‘outs’ him as a gay man for reasons that are not entirely clear or germane to her argument.[footnoteRef:41] Whether she has received consent for this disclosure is unclear, which raises the question of whether she has put him at any risk. Interestingly, Blain herself is at the greatest risk from her research—in this case from the very people she is writing for. In addition to those being studied, research ethics also protect the researcher; they have the right to conduct legitimate investigations.[footnoteRef:42] Blain suggests that an honest recounting of her experience in Seiđr would expose her to harm, both social and professional. She calls out the academic community for not safeguarding those who inhabit the beliefs they research, thus indicting the entire academic structure as unethical.  [41:  J. Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 4.]  [42:  University of Wales TSD, Ethics and Research Integrity [PowerPoint presentation] Available at: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=5494 [accessed 24 March, 2021].  ] 

With time and reflection, I have been pleased to discover complexities in both ‘A Very Private Belief’ and ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ that make a discussion of belief both interesting and fruitful. Both papers take epistemological approaches to evaluate individual and social responses to the nature of belief. Walter and Waterhouse address reincarnation, attempting to understand the nature, type, and prevalence of this belief for people in the English Midlands. Their dismissive stance on what they call ‘New Agers’ as well as the way they describe the widespread belief in reincarnation as ‘deviant’ suggest they operate from a point of doctrinal ‘correctness’ that is challenged by the private beliefs of their interview subjects. Precisely the opposite issue plagues Blain. Her insider status and professed belief of Seiđr gives her real credibility when it comes to evaluating this group, but it is this insider status that challenges her professional credibility with her non-believing colleagues. The papers approach the subject from different angles and reach different conclusions, but together they illustrate the continuing importance of belief for people today.
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