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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources 

[bookmark: _Hlk66700772]This essay compares and contrasts J. Blain’s article ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’ published in DISKUS Volume 6 in 2000, with T. Walter’s & H. Waterhouse’s paper ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, published in Sociology of Religion, 60, Oxford University press, 1999, 187-197.

Blain’s article ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’ was published in 2000, nine years after having achieved her PhD. At the time of the publication she was Senior Lecturer in Sociology at Sheffield Hallam University in the UK. To this day she researches and publishes on various subjects including seidr, the topic of the paper addressed in this essay. The subject matter of her article is a reflection on the academic insider/outsider (ref)perspective, the appropriate behaviour and terminology when ‘going native’ and when acting as an academic, with its particular practices and discourses. To address these issues, she describes her experiential research among  shamanistic seidr practitioners. The intended readership are fellow scholars and students who are in the same position, academics doing experiential research but at the same time insiders, ‘going native’, and who will possibly ask themselves the same questions as the author.

Walter‘s and Waterhouse’s paper ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ was published a year before Blain’s article, in 1999, so in the same period in regards to cultural and academic developments. Dr. Walter achieved his PhD in 1975 from Aberdeen University, had published extensively(specify?) before 1999 and continued doing so during his whole career. At the time of the paper’s publication he was Reader in Sociology at the University of Reading, where he set up the MA in Death & Society, of which he became course director. Dr. Waterhouse achieved her PhD in 1997 from Bath Spa University in the Study of Religions, on Buddhism. The paper she co-wrote with Dr. Walter was her third publication; her first publication was the year before, in 1998. In 1999 she joined the Open University where she teaches Buddhism.

The subject matter of Walter and Waterhouse’s paper is a summary of survey data on Westerners, particularly the English (ref) who believe in reincarnation but have no attachment to Eastern or New Age religion. The authors explore the meaning of reincarnation for those who believe in it, why they are attracted to it and what the relationship is with other aspects of their lives, such as the religious organizations the interviewees belong to, if that is the case. The authors have a particular interest in understanding if it is easier to hold beliefs which are not taught by one’s church in the light of privatization of belief in the twentieth century. The intended readership are fellow scholars and students of sociology of religion with interest in the subject matter.
[bookmark: _Hlk66539481]
A brief summary is given of both papers to understand their key contents and main arguments before comparing and contrasting the papers.

Seidr, Blain writes, is a shamanistic practice which has its origin in Icelandic sagas and which is currently going through a reconstitution in North America and Europe and considered part of a reconstructed religious tradition. This postmodern development, Blain writes, opens the opportunity to present seidr experiences in a different way, with particular attention to the positioning or in Blain’s words, the situatedness(ref), of the narrative and the narrator. What is the value of such situatedness given the fact that the narrative of seidr practitioners is ‘irrational’ and the narrator, the ethnographer and academic, places herself in the midst of seidr seances?

The main theme of the paper is the inquiry Blain makes on the movement from seidr practitioner with years of experience, perceived and interpreted as a seidr worker with its particular language and linking this with her everyday world in her capacity as an academic, debating the current development towards an intuitive and experiential anthropology. She argues that the switching from one world to the other and how theorizing within respectively the ‘other world’ and ‘everyday world’ informs the other. (ref)That is her main argument.

Another issue she addresses is what seidr as a shamanistic practice entails. She states it involves a change of consciousness on both the seidr worker, who goes into ecstatic trance, and the audience, who go into a light trance state. All present at the seance are therefore also participants. The interpretation of shamanism however is not uniform and depends on the cultural and historic meaning and perception the community gives it. The seidrworker in this context, Blain writes ‘becomes a mediator between people and spirits, and one who is active in the creation of both community and knowledge.’(ref!)

Blain reflects on the position of the shaman, placed within the community and entering into relations as a seidrworker with his or her clients but entering into relations with the ‘spirits’ as well. She rejects the word ‘belief’ to describe the relation of shamans with the beings from another world but uses the ethnographers approach to describe the encounters with the spirits; these beings are part of the relationship and must be taken seriously. (could be scrapped or used elsewhere)

Walter and Waterhouse explore the belief in reincarnation: the return to this world in a series of bodily lives. Based on their research data they note that belief in reincarnation seems to be increasing and their article focuses on understanding why, particularly considering the fact that reincarnation is not part of the Christian and secular belief systems of western society.(ref needed)

Based on RVS survey data (ref)  and open interviews Walter and Waterhouse conclude that the belief in reincarnation is a private affair and not linked to any religious affiliations, either new Age or conventional Christian. (ref)They pay special attention to exploring why reincarnation is attractive to Christians and identify three influences: intellectual/non-experiential influence, second-hand experiences and first-hand experiences.(ref: p.193) In regards to the first group they conclude it could be because it helps to compensate for a potential future suffering; the second group had read about other people’s claims and ‘been made to think’ those were true. There were only some first-hand experiences which were more or less accepted as a past life. 

The authors conclude that, as Berger (1969. See original paper. Correct numbering of references) argues, in the modern era religious beliefs are a personal choice. They add that it is not necessary to belong to a particular church or congregation because belief is private and privatization of belief is a modern day development. They further state that the belief in reincarnation doesn’t impact the lives of those where reincarnation is of their belief system.
[bookmark: _Hlk66539521]
Choice of subject and positioning of their question

In the introduction of her paper Blain writes she has several years of experience with the shamanistic practice of seidr and that she dialogues with these ‘others’.[footnoteRef:1] Additionally she presents and analyses the experiences of others at anthropological conferences. The combination of these two approaches results in the academic question she asks and explores in her paper on how she moves from the ‘otherworld’ seidr experiences to the ‘everyday’ academic world considering the current moves towards intuitive/experiential anthropology. She positions this questioning in the context of intuitive/experiential anthropology as espoused by Goulet[footnoteRef:2], Guedon[footnoteRef:3] and Blain and Wallis[footnoteRef:4]. With her paper Blain expands on the referenced authors to make a case for the benefits of ‘going native’.[footnoteRef:5]  The references however are not directly linked to her inquiry in the introduction, but are found in later paragraphs ‘Going native’ makes the importance of positioning her paper in a conceptual framework necessary[footnoteRef:6] and part of that is what her research aims to achieve. Blain switches from the participant’s narrative to the researcher’s outside stance and can be seen as participatory research[footnoteRef:7], with the major difference that she embeds both positions within herself and intends to change the perception of ‘going native’. She seeks to co-create knowledge and enhance co-dialogue where the participant and the academic listen to each other, a stance she shares in her paper.[footnoteRef:8]  [1:  Blain, Jenny, Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality. (In DISKUS Volume 6, 2000), p.1]  [2:  Goulet, Jean Guy, Dreams and visions in other life-worlds. in Being Changed by Cross-Cultural Encounters:
  the anthropology of extraordinary experience. David E. Young and Jean Guy Goulet. (Peterborough, Ontario:
  Broadview Press, 1994) pp.16-38.]  [3:  Guedon, Marie Francoise, Dene ways and the ethnographer's culture. in Being Changed by Cross-Cultural
  Encounters: the anthropology of extraordinary experience. David E. Young and Jean Guy Goulet
  (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, 1994) pp. 39-70.]  [4:  Blain, Jenny, and Robert J. Wallis. (Forthcoming) Men and 'women's magic: contested narratives of gender, 
  seidr, and 'ergi' (The Pomegranate, 9, August 1999)]  [5:  Blain, Speaking Shamanistically, p.1]  [6:  Hennink, Monique; Hutter, Inge; Bailey, Ajay. Qualitative Research Methods (London, UK: Sage
  Publications, 2020) p.30]  [7:  Ibid. pp. 53-54]  [8:  Blain, Speaking Shamanistically, p.8] 


[bookmark: _Hlk67081485]Just as Blain, Walter and Waterhouse state their questions in the introduction and indicate the article’s threefold purpose. Unlike Blain, the authors do not indicate they have personal experiences but approach the research purely from the outsider, academic point of view (ref insider/outsider) They do not express a desire to further a change of perception regarding reincarnation, as Blain does in regards to the view on shamanistic practice as an insider and academic ethnography as practiced as an outsider. 

Walter and Waterhouse chose to conduct in depth interviews based on the survey findings (EVS) which triggered their additional interest in, as they state, the privatization of belief in the twentieth century and that it facilitates beliefs which are not part of the church one belongs to.[footnoteRef:9] They wished to position the topic, based on Berger who argues that religious beliefs have become a personal choice. [footnoteRef:10] Similar to Blain, the positioning of their enquiry is not stated immediately in the introduction of the paper but in later paragraphs, such as the beforementioned reference to Berger and which results initially in both papers to the reader’s questioning and search of their academic rationale. (ref lit?) [9:  Walter Tony, Waterhouse, Helen A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England, (Sociology
   of Religion, Summer, Vol. 60, No.2, Oxford University Press, 1999) p. 187]  [10:  Ibid. p.189… Berger, Peter, The social reality of religion. (London: Faber, 1969)p…
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