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A Critical Comparison of the Secondary Sources. This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers, Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’. In DISKUS Volume 6 (2000) and Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. 1999. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60, 187-197. 
This essay will begin with an overview of each of the papers, followed by a comparison and contrast of each, focused on their relative strengths and weaknesses.

‘Speaking Shamanistically’, (which will be referred to as “Paper 1”), shares the experiential research of the practice of ‘seider’, a shamanic tradition.  While reflecting on what ‘insiders’ do; the people who are believers or practitioners. The paper also looks beyond the technique to consider the role of the shaman in the community and its interaction with academic frameworks and rationality. 
The intended readership of this paper is somewhat unclear however, this seems to be in an effort to broaden the audience, to include both academics and mainstream thinking. In terms of academia, this is in terms of their practises and discourses. This observation is based upon 1. The adoption of the ‘insider’ approach in the author’s writing and the benefits of ‘going native’ and 2. The informal style. 
The author of this piece is Jenny Blain, heralding from Totley South Yorkshire, England. Blain has been a lecturer, in social research methods and social sciences at Sheffield Hallam University for over eleven years.  Related works are across topics of paganism, sacred sites, archaeological monuments, alternative spirituality, and shamanism practices, with a particular focus on shamanism and the practice of ‘seidr’, which is further discussed in her book ‘Blain, 2021 - Nine Worlds of Seid-Magic, Ecstasy and Neo-Shamanism in North European Paganism[endnoteRef:1]’. [1:  Blain, 2021 ‘Nine Worlds of Seid-Magic, Ecstasy and Neo-Shamanism in North European Paganism’.] 

The main argument is centred around the juxtaposition between shamanism and academia, offering insights on how to best bridge these two worlds. It is worth noting that the arguments and claims made in the paper are predominantly based upon Blain’s own personal experiences, coupled with academic research on the field.  
‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’(which will be referred to as “Paper 2”), primarily uses survey data to capture a ‘substantial minority of Westerners’ belief in reincarnation, in a very general way, which isn’t tied to any Eastern or New Age tradition. 
Findings include that many hold a belief in reincarnation alongside their Christian belief. Most are less dogmatic. Some entertain the possibility of reincarnation because of experience (first or second hand) and for others, it solves intellectual problems such as theodicy.  Additional views include the long-term spiritual progress, valuing spirit over body and finally that belief in reincarnation has little effect on the test of their lives. It concludes that a rising belief in reincarnation aligns with the ‘privatized religion’ that characterises modern western societies, notably England.  Moreover, it is not a sign of spiritual or moral revolution and ultimately a detached ‘private belief’. 
Inferred from the traditional and formal writing style and structure, this paper is targeted to scholars. 
Co-author of this paper Tony Walter, began his work as a freelance scholar from 1975-1994, writing on topics of the treatment of young offenders, religion and society, landscape, unemployment, social security, basic income and the concept of need. Walter re-entered academia in 1994, working as a Lecturer, then Reader, in Sociology at the University of Reading. Since 2006, he has assumed the role of Professor of Death Studies at the University of Bath, along with director of the Centre for Death & Society (2011-2015). Since the early nineties, his writing and lecturing have focused on developing a sociological understanding of death in modern society.
Co-author Helen Waterhouse is a lecturer in Religious Studies at the Open University.  Waterhouse specialises in the Buddhist teachings, as evidenced in her other writings[endnoteRef:2].  [2:  Waterhouse, H. 1997. ‘Authority and Adaptation; A Case Study in British Buddhism’ https://researchspace.bathspa.ac.uk/1437/1/Helen%20Waterhouse%20-%201997.pdf] 

The purpose of the paper is to developing survey data on “how those who entertain the idea of reincarnation”[endnoteRef:3] and moreover, better understand how this community “actually think and talk”[endnoteRef:4].  [3:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. 1999. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60, 187-197]  [4:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. 1999. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60, 187-197] 

The writing styles of each essay are fundamentally different – Paper 1 uses experiential research, as part of an insider approach. The narrative is akin to a live discourse, given the personalised oration style and that most of her research on this theme was already published. The focus is on the lived experience of the participants who are engaged in the Shamanic ceremony. As the subject matter was originally presented at the “Going Native” Conference in 1999, it’s possible that this paper is based off of a speech. The style appears more poetic and descriptive, following a non-traditional structure. This contrasts with Paper 2 which follows a more formal tone and academic structure, with use of subheadings. Paper 1 also makes use of analogies and metaphors, to present arguments, however both are absent in Paper 2. These differences create a contrast, with the style of Paper 1 allowing for greater connectivity between the author and reader.   
The methodological approaches differ across the papers. Blain adopts the insider approach – based on own personal experiences (“My knowledge of seidr results from personal experience perceived / interpreted within the discourse of seid workers and dialogues with these ‘others’”[endnoteRef:5]), Phenomenology – which may be characterized as “the unprejudiced, descriptive study of whatever appears to consciousness, precisely in the manner in which it so appears” and case study findings.  Whilst Paper 2 is based on the outsider approach, reliant on survey results and interviews - using a blend of quantitative and qualitative data. [5:  Blain, J. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’. In DISKUS Volume 6 (2000)  ] 

 	The literature reviewed by the authors varies. Whilst Blain uses literature on broader topics such as psychology and ethnography, not limiting solely to the topic of Shamanism, it should be noted that there is a heavy reliance on her own work (with use of five self-published sources). However, Blain’s practical awareness of the use of the insider approach was apparent. Blain actively highlights complementary literature in the paper. Example references being; a ‘sense of shock and disbelief’'(Goulet, 1994:20)[endnoteRef:6], a curious ‘double-standard’ - native informants, but not academics (Blain, 1998a, Wilson 1994)[endnoteRef:7] [endnoteRef:8] and ‘alternative theories, body postures, sound stimulation and reported trance images’ (Felicitas Goodman (1990, 1999)[endnoteRef:9] [endnoteRef:10].  Conversely, Paper 2 is predicated on the inverse – primarily external input. Data is used as a reference point and to build on, with their latest survey results. To analyse historical changes in beliefs of reincarnation. Examples; Mass Observation, 1947: 29-32[endnoteRef:11], Geoffrey Gorer, 1965: 165[endnoteRef:12]. Whilst this historical survey data is focused on UK sources, there was utilization of both European (Ashford, S., and N. Timms, 1992[endnoteRef:13]) and USA data (Gallup and Proctor 1982: 137-8[endnoteRef:14]), albeit the minority. In addition to the authors diversifying the survey data, by geography, they also attempt to differentiate the nature of their qualitative survey, by including thirty interviews.  
 [6:  Goulet, Jean Guy, 1994. '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. 16-38.
]  [7:  Wilson, C. Roderick, 1994. 'Seeing they see not.' in Being Changed by Cross-Cultural Encounters: the anthropology of extraordinary experience. David E. Young and Jean Guy Goulet. Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press. 197-209. 
]  [8:  Blain, Jenny. 1998a. 'Presenting constructions of identity and divinity: Asatru and Oracular Seidhr' in Doing Ethnographic Research: Fieldwork Settings. Ed. Scott Grills. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 203-227.
]  [9:  Goodman, Felicitas D., 1990. Where the Spirits Ride the Wind: Trance Journeys and Other Ecstatic Experiences. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
]  [10:  Goodman, Felicitas D., 1999. 'Ritual body postures, channeling, and the ecstatic body trance.' Anthropology of Consciousness, 10: 54-59.
]  [11:  Mass Observation 1947. ‘Puzzled people: A study in popular attitudes to religion, ethics, progress, and politics in a London borough’. London: Gollancz.
]  [12:  Gorer, G. 1965. ‘Death, Grief, and Mourning in Contemporary Britain’. London: Cresset.
]  [13:  Ashford, S., and N. Tiraras. 1992. ‘What Europe thinks: A study of Westem European values. Aldershot: Dartmouth’.
]  [14:  Galhp, G., and W. Proctor. 1982. ‘Adventures in immortality’. New York: McGraw HiU
] 

	The key strengths and weaknesses across both papers include the following; A unique strength to highlight is that the author of Paper 1 non-reductively expresses another way of perceiving the world. Bain also does this without  
alienating communities. In contrast, this was witnessed in studies of anthropologist, Tanya Luhrmann, through her persuasions of the witches craft[endnoteRef:15]. A critique question of Paper 1 is: how it can be possible to do both inside and outside observation? Does this give rise to an atomic relationship, reflexivity and biases? This could be the case. Another concern is that ‘the danger of reflexivity is that the researcher  disappears into their own feelings, and there is nothing more than their own experience’[endnoteRef:16]. Further, the chronology of events is of consideration also. Did Bain first participate in the mentioned Shamanic practises, before academia research on the topic. If so, how does this impact the research? Hennink, Hutter and Bailey imply it should be participation first, then observation, not other way around[endnoteRef:17].   [15:  Campion, C. 2024, ‘The Insider-Outsider Debate’ – MA Class Notes and Luhrmann, Tanya, 1989 ‘Persuasions Of The Witches Craft: Ritual Magic and Witchcraft in Present day England’
]  [16:  Campion, C. 2024, ‘The Insider-Outsider Debate’ – MA Class Notes
]  [17:  Hennink, M., Hutter, I. and Bailey, A. (2015) Qualitative research methods. London: Sage.
] 

Paper 2 employs a reasonable use of quantitative research – protocols, set criteria, referenced historical surveys on the same topics. The authors employed a blend of both quantitative and qualitative survey inputs, with no reliance on one over the other. This allows for greater comprehension and balance. Examples of each being; statistical trend analysis and recorded audio interviews. A second area of strength is their contrast to studies of spiritualism – whilst historical surveys were referenced and used as a base to their work, the authors highlighted the necessity for a revised and differentiated approach, noting that the majority of historical surveys were conducted ‘in the UK that are now somewhat dated’[endnoteRef:18].  A final strength is the authors’ practical acknowledgement and active attempt to resolve the challenges in clearly capturing the nature of a person’s belief. They note: “yes-don’t know-no answers, but the problem is particularly acute with a belief such as reincarnation for which contemporary culture and official religion provide little legitimation.” It was good to see their response to this observation, which resulted in them broadening the survey criteria to “seriously entertain the idea of reincarnation”
 [18:  Skultans, V. ,1974. ‘Intimacy and ritual: A study of spiritualism, mediums, and groups’. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.
] 

Despite the strength in the survey approaches, there is a notably lack of depth in the analysis of the concept of reincarnation. Limited clarification is given on what they mean by it or what it means for the various traditions that do believe in it and what they think people are saying. Or whether they entertain the idea, or how it functions just in a very generalised sense the idea that you might go from life to life. They don’t even distinguish between the idea of a human reincarnation being a progressive series of human reincarnations or whether the idea it is one in which a human can reincarnate across other species. Focusing on the sociological context, but don’t seem to have a background in the subject of reincarnation.  
An additional critique area to highlight is on the topic of Ethics across a spectrum of areas. First, – participant recruitment, second confidentiality concerns and lastly, minimisation of harm. A key component of any survey is not only the questions and end results, but arguably of greater importance, is that of the survey respondents. The authors did not provide the reader with an explanation to the section criteria nor the demographic of the respondents (with only mention of the participants being of ‘UK origin and of Christian religion’. Further background would have been appreciated and eased potential concerns around ethics. Examples being the selection method of said respondents, voluntary inclusion, etc. Another key point of note is around confidentiality. There was no mention of the privacy protocols employed. A final consideration is around the minimization of harm. The authors mention the interviews were conducted in groups. This naturally opens up to issues of peer pressure, group think and stigmatization. 
Lastly, there were indications of potential reflexivity or bias issues.  For example, the selection process for the survey was as mentioned above, focused on UK and Christians – excluding other nationalities and religions. Despite their noted rationale for this decision, their filter process was suboptimal and subjective. There was also an exclusion of those of Indian and African decent: “We deliberately excluded Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs. For the same reason we did not seek out Obvious New Agers.” “Obvious adherents of the New Age”. This exclusion leads to very generalist assumptions given both India and Africa have large demographics and diverse in culture and religious beliefs.   To conclude, clarification and justification would help address some of the potential reflexivity, or bias issues, while also avoiding generalisations. While they develop reasonable survey data on people that “entertain the idea of reincarnation”, it would have also been more useful to include more research on definitions of the belief of reincarnation. With regards to reflexivity, which “involves conscious self-reflection on the part of researchers to make explicit their potential influence on the research process” 2015, p. 19, Hennink, Hutter and Bailey[endnoteRef:19], perhaps if the authors intention is clarified, then it can improve application and ethical responsibility? On a constructive point, Blain displays an intention to shift methods: with the example of the dance at the wedding metaphor, about her research constructs reality and knowledge. Are we reinforcing existing forms or knowledge or are we really changing it? Blain is an example of someone trying to shift established methods of knowing.  Teaching through first-hand experience.  [19:  Hennink, M., Hutter, I. and Bailey, A, 2015, ‘Qualitative esearch Methods’. London: Sage
] 

Finally, on the insider-outsider debate, which both papers contrasted, Elizabeth Puttick has an eloquent quote that shares the balance between the two: ‘the insider perspective is as least as valuable as that of the outsider’ ‘which denies the value of neither the religious community, nor the academy’ can only enrich scholarship[endnoteRef:20] [endnoteRef:21].  [20:  Pearson, 1921, ‘Wicca’, p. 103
]  [21:  Campion, C. 2024, ‘The Insider-Outsider Debate’ – MA Class Notes] 
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