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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
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Introduction
This essay compares and contrasts Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality by Jenny Blain and A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England by Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse. The paper will compare and contrast the background and position of the researchers, their methodology, ethical concerns, and literature that was used to position their project within the larger academic framework.
Position and Background on Researchers and their Paper
[bookmark: _Hlk192946894][bookmark: _Hlk192946160]Jenny Blain was a Senior Lecturer in the subject of sociology. She specialized in teaching methodologies and epistemologies. Her research focused on tracking family history within social contexts in Lowland Scotland. Her articles focused on individual people and their lives, challenges and successes.[footnoteRef:1] Beyond doing research in Scotland, she also wrote extensively on contemporary Heathenry, shamanistic seidr, and indigenous British and North European shamanism.[footnoteRef:2] Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality is a piece of experiential research about the shamanistic seidworkers and how her ethnographic study of them fitted within an academic discourse.[footnoteRef:3] Information Blain collected from the seidr community, particularly individual experiences with shamanism, were used as a device for discussing the ethnographic challenges of researching experiences that were deemed as ‘imaginal’ or ‘non-rational’ within academic circles and Western society at large.[footnoteRef:4] Blain’s paper is centred on her position as an insider to the seidr community. As a seidr native, she possessed the capacity to understand the community within their own cosmological understanding of the world,[footnoteRef:5] which included the ‘imaginal’ and ‘non-rational’ experiences of communicating with spirits or venturing into a non-corporeal realm. However, as a researcher, she faced the pressure to conform with the reflexive standard of the academic community, which relied on her ‘rationality’ to validate the research.[footnoteRef:6] Acceptable (rational) approaches may involve the study of non-corporeal experiences from a sociopolitical, psychological or neurophysiological perspective, but not from the perceived ‘realness’ of spirits and how shamans communicate with them.[footnoteRef:7] The pressure to conform to this ‘rational’ standard exposed Blain to the vulnerability of having her work discredited if she tried to include her own experiences into the research.[footnoteRef:8] Instead, she must rely on her informants to provide the data as they are not held to the same standard of having to use rationalism to convey knowledge that is considered ‘imaginal’.[footnoteRef:9] Her paper served as a critique on the ethnography surrounding the research of topics that are not within the scope of what is considered to be the standard understanding of the world. It also brought into consideration how a researcher’s reflexive position could impact the study of the subject.[footnoteRef:10] [1:  Jenny Blain, (2025), [LinkedIn] <Jenny Blain - Writer and independent researcher - Writer and independent researcher | LinkedIn> [accessed March 12, 2025]]  [2:  Lux Ferre, Jenny Blain (2022) <https://occult-world.com/blain-jenny/> [accessed March 12, 2025] ]  [3:  Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, Diskus, 6 (2000), Microsoft Word document (p. 1) <https://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/diskus1-6/blain.txt> [accessed March 14, 2025]]  [4:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, Microsoft Word document p. 6.]  [5:  Ibid. p. 1.]  [6:  Ibid. p. 8-9.]  [7:  Ibid. p. 7.]  [8:  Ibid. p. 9.]  [9:  Ibid. p. 6.]  [10:  Ibid. p. 10.] 

Tony Walter is a sociology professor at Bath University who specializes in Death Studies.[footnoteRef:11] He collaborated with academics in related fields to study death related topics such as afterlife beliefs and spirituality.[footnoteRef:12] Helen Waterhouse appears to have a few publications with The Open University on the topics of Buddhism and reincarnation,[footnoteRef:13] and according to the paper, she had her academic background in religious studies.[footnoteRef:14] A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England is an outline of their research findings on what reincarnation means to the South West English population.[footnoteRef:15] Their research was based various studies done by other research groups dating back to 1947 indicating that belief in reincarnation among English people had risen from 4 percent in 1947, to 12 or 24 percent in the 1990s, depending on the study.[footnoteRef:16] Walter and Waterhouse considered the rising number of individuals that believed in reincarnation to be a sociological anomaly based on their understanding that Western society was made up or majority Christian and secular beliefs, which they believed were incompatible of reincarnation.[footnoteRef:17] Statistical figures that suggest the presence of an anomaly are: 1) only 2 percent of the population in the UK are members of religions and spiritual communities that have reincarnation as part of their doctrine, meaning that they did not account for the 12 or 24 percent of reincarnation believers found in recent studies, and 2) the main paper they’ve based their own research on (the Europeans Values Survey (EVS) from 1980 and 1990), showed that belief in reincarnation is associated with conventional Christian beliefs.[footnoteRef:18] Their research focused on finding emerging social trends that drove the belief in reincarnation for the English population that were not a part of any religious or spiritual groups that traditionally include reincarnation as part of their doctrine.[footnoteRef:19] Their paper had not disclosed their positions as insiders or outsiders, but their combined expertise in the areas of death and religion, respectively, suggest that even if they were non-believers of reincarnation, they were at least academically fluent in the subject, and possessed the capacity to understand the information they collected and analyzed. Their personal identities are not factored into their research.  [11:  University of Bath, Tony Walter (2025) <https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter> [accessed March 12, 2025]]  [12:  University of Bath, 2025.]  [13:  The Open University, Helen Waterhouse (2025) <https://oro.open.ac.uk/view/person/hjw26.html> [accessed March 12, 2025]]  [14:  The Open University, 2025.]  [15:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60.2 (1999), 187-197 (p. 189), <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3711748> [accessed March 14, 2025]]  [16:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, p. 188.]  [17:  Ibid. p. 187.]  [18:  Ibid. p 188.]  [19:  Ibid, p. 187.] 

Methodology
Blain’s research can be thought of as emic,[footnoteRef:20] as she attempted to extract the essence of seidwork from the cosmological standpoint of seidworkers. The paper does not provide a precise outline of her methodology for data collection, but it does demonstrate the use of at least two different types of qualitative research methods; in-depth interviews and observation. The data she collected from the interview method are detailed accounts of shamanistic seidr rituals or social experiences as a seidworker.[footnoteRef:21] The interview method gives an opportunity for the informant to convey information about their practices from the own perspective and in their own words. The purpose of using in-depth interviews is to provide narratives about the informant’s lives, the context in which they live, and the subjectivity of the informant.[footnoteRef:22] Blain used the methodology of informant observation to describe her own account of what it is like to conduct a seidr performance, which includes what she ‘sees’ during the performance and how she interacts with spirits.[footnoteRef:23] A form of informant observation is for the researcher to immerse themselves amongst the group they’re studying.[footnoteRef:24] This technique is often referred to as ‘going native’,[footnoteRef:25] which Blain participates in but recognizes as not enough to truly understand the community, due to the researcher’s reflexive position.[footnoteRef:26] Observations can also be used to provide context as an observer, describe social and physical settings, understand or explain people’s actions and complement other methods of research.[footnoteRef:27] Her position as an insider appeared to influence her decision to use research methodology that would maximize her ability to represent the seidr community in the way that they would want to be understood. The methodology in her research aimed to embody the concept of ‘verstehen’, which is to understand the interpretive issues from the perspective as an insider.[footnoteRef:28] Blain’s paper also did not provide information on how she recruited her informants, but if she had been introduced by Winifred to the seidr community, Winifred would have acted as a gatekeeper to the group, allowing Blain to build trust in the community over time.  [20:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (Sage Publications, 2020), p. 15.]  [21:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, Microsoft Word document p. 4-5.]  [22:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 117.]  [23:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, Microsoft Word document p. 5.]  [24:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 180.]  [25:  Ibid. p. 180.]  [26:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, Microsoft Word document p. 10.]  [27:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 171.]  [28:  Ibid. p. 18.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk192967776]Walter and Waterhouse designed their research using deductive framework. Their aim was to collect information from a sample population to determine if it would replicate the data in existing studies, and identify the reason for increased belief in reincarnation.[footnoteRef:29] Individuals that were members of religious or spiritual groups that included reincarnation as a part of their belief system were deliberately excluded in order to isolate the cause for the sociological anomaly.[footnoteRef:30] Informants were recruited via radio advertisement, personal contacts and through the snowball effect.[footnoteRef:31] The benefit of media advertisements was that it could cast a wider net for informants.[footnoteRef:32] Other benefits of using advertisements was that informants could screen for their own eligibility, and it would attract informants that were engaged and eager to be part of the research, since the recruitment process is entirely voluntary in nature.[footnoteRef:33] Snowballing on the other hand allows informants to identify other members of the community that could fit the eligibility requirements. It is a more efficient way of finding informants, but the informants would likely be from the same social group, which could skew the results if the research is looking for trends that reflect a larger population.[footnoteRef:34] Walter and Waterfield had not provided how many among the 30 adults and 21 schoolchildren were recruited by each method. Data collection was done via a mixed method of one-on-one open-ended interviews for the adults, group interviews divided by age range for the schoolchildren, and their own observations. Open-ended interviews allowed informants to speak on their own terms.[footnoteRef:35] The answers that were collected were then categorized into three different types of influences that led to reincarnation beliefs.[footnoteRef:36] Quantifiable data such as the ages of informants, their occupation, and whether they belonged to a church were also collected, although it is unknown whether these were part of the interview questions or via another method of data collection.[footnoteRef:37] This quantifiable data allowed them to compare the demographic of their sample data to the EVS. Walter and Waterfield did not provide information on why children were interviewed in groups, however, the Declaration of Helsinki state that there are special rules for research with children and other vulnerable groups.[footnoteRef:38] While grouping children together could have been done for ethical reasons, there is a risk of treating them as though they are a category rather than individuals.[footnoteRef:39] The observational method was used to determine whether informants showed inclination towards New Age beliefs, such as observing whether their homes contained Indian skirts, crystals and New Age music.  [29:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, p. 187.]  [30:  Ibid. p. 189.]  [31:  Ibid. p. 189.]  [32:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 99.]  [33:  Ibid. p. 105.]  [34:  Ibid. p. 105.]  [35:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, p. 189.]  [36:  Ibid. p. 195.]  [37:  Ibid. p. 189 – 190.]  [38:  Budrich, Verlag Barbara, ‘Research Ethics Book’, in Consumer Psychology: A Study Guide to Qualitative Research Methods Book, ed. Paul M. W. Hackett, Jessica B. Schwarzenbach and Uta Maria Jürgens (2016), pp. 25-42 (p. 36) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvddzsrf.9> [accessed March 12, 2025]]  [39:  Allison James, ‘Giving Voice to Children's Voices: Practices and Problems, Pitfalls and Potentials’, Children, Childhoods, and Childhood Studies, 9.2 (2007), 261-272 (p. 262) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/4496640> [accessed March 12, 2025]] 

Ethical Concerns
An ethical concern for Blain’s paper is whether efforts were made to anonymize the informants. It is unknown if ‘Winnifred’ or ‘Jordsvin’ are the real names of the informants or if they are pseudonyms. Even without pseudonyms, Winnifred and Jordsvin may be identifiable by the community due to the highly personal accounts that they give in their interviews. Lack of anonymity for this research can pose as a risk for the informants if they have a life outside of the community that believes seidr work to be ‘irrational’ and compromise how seriously they are taken in other spaces. Researchers can maintain the safety and trust of an informant by keeping their identity safe.[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 71-72.] 

Walter and Waterhouse did not name their informants, however, anonymity could still be compromised. A risk associated with snowballing is that the informants are likely to be connected by a social network, making them identifiable to one another if highly personal information is shared, such as in the case of the informant whose loss of her infant daughter was published in the paper.[footnoteRef:41] Another ethical issue could be the inclusion of children in the research. Children’s agency is thought to be limited by their social positioning in relation to adults, and their participation are sought for subjects that are critical for children’s issues.[footnoteRef:42] It is questionable as to whether the use of children was necessary or beneficial to the research. [41:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, p. 192.]  [42:  Veena Meetoo, Hanan Hauari and Ann Phoenix, ‘Participatory Childhood Research: Histories, Presents and Reflections’, in Social Research for our Times, ed. Claire Cameron, Alison Koslowski, Alison Lamont, Peter Moss (2023), pp. 341-356 (p. 341) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/jj.16430731.28> [accessed March 12, 2025]] 

Literature
Blain’s research is situated within the greater academic framework on studying ethnography. Therefore, many of the academic work she had used were on conducting research for ‘non-rational’ or ‘imaginal’ experiences; ranging from those who used a rationalist approach to those that used an emic approach. Since the paper appeared to be more about the ethnography of studying the seidr community rather than the seidr community itself, it may have been an intentional choice to exclude information on her research methodology relating to the collection of data from her informants. The methodological issues discussed in her paper were on the terminology used (such as how the term ‘belief’ may be inappropriate for describing what the seidr community experiences), or how ‘going native’ may be beneficial.[footnoteRef:43] Blain’s paper was written in a way that immersed the reader into the experience of being a researcher, with each subtopic emerging as though it were an organic thought process. While this style of writing was enjoyable to read, her train of thought was sometimes difficult to follow as one thought flowed to the next. There were other issues with clarity. Blain lists ‘delineation of appropriate behaviour’ as a methodological issue in her abstract,[footnoteRef:44] but it is unclear if she was referring to the inappropriateness of using rationalism to study a ‘non-rational’ subject or if she was referring to something else. It was difficult to determine whether the wedding that was mentioned at the beginning of the paper were related the rituals she and Jordsvin were describing. By the end of the paper, it would appear that the wedding was unconnected to the rituals, however, this is a conclusion that the reader draws rather than something that Blain explicitly tells.  [43:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, Microsoft Word document p. 1.]  [44:  Ibid. p. 1.] 

Walter and Waterhouse’s research was situated within the greater academic framework of social trends surrounding belief in reincarnation among the English population. Their paper demonstrated the effort to be objective by using multiple sets of data from various external sources to confirm the trend before embarking on their own research.[footnoteRef:45] However, not all of their data had references for where they originated from. For example, their paper claimed that members of the UK population that engaged in religious or spiritual practices that recognize reincarnation as part of their doctrine was not more than 2 percent, but they did not cite where this figure came from.[footnoteRef:46] There were also datapoints within their own research that were not clearly explained. Their research stated that nurses had not reported on patients that have spoken about reincarnation, but it is unclear whether these nurses were part of their sample population or if they additionally approached nurses at the local hospice to ask about their patients.[footnoteRef:47] They also did not provide a clear definition on the term ‘New Age’.[footnoteRef:48] While they acknowledged that there was no agreed upon definition, it would have been helpful for them to provide their own definition so that readers know what parameters they were using to identify ‘New Agers’ besides looking for a presence of ‘New Age’ related household items. It is also unclear why Theosophy and Anthroposophy were acceptable influences for reincarnation while Hinduism or ‘New Age’ were not. Despite some undefined points, their paper was clearly structured, and contained the elements that would be expected in a research paper, such as background information, study design, study site and population, and data analysis.[footnoteRef:49] [45:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, p. 188.]  [46:  Ibid. p. 188.]  [47:  Ibid. p. 190.]  [48:  Ibid. p. 191.]  [49:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 296-299.
] 

Conclusion
Despite the similarities that were shared by Blain, and Walter and Waterhouse in their academic backgrounds, interest in experiences and belief on the non-corporeal realm, and choice of data collection methods, the outcome of their respective research were very different. Their use of the interview method presented the ethical challenge of preserving the anonymity within their informant sample, however this was the closest similarity between the two papers. Blain’s work on the seidr community reflected her interest in following the personal stories of individuals within the community she was studying. She used the interview method to gain detailed descriptions of informant experiences within the seidr community. The observation method provided a means for her to share her own insider experience. Her paper excluded information about her research methodology but contained detail of how she personally fit into the research. Her research and paper were by her own words, experiential. By contrast, Walter and Waterhouse were more interested in collective experiences, such as the social trends that drive personal beliefs. While they used the interview method, it was for the purpose of collecting quantifiable data, or qualitative data such as subjective thoughts and experiences that could later be quantified into common themes. The observation method was used to screen eligible informants but did not contribute to the research findings. The writeup for their research was similarly detached from personal information, and contained little information on who they were and where they fell on the insider-outsider spectrum. Their presentation was otherwise clear, methodical. Overall, the two papers demonstrated the flexibility of how the same research methods can create vastly different styles of research.
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