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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources
Grace Ibrahim
HPCA7016

This essay will compare and contrast two papers, Jenny Blain, "Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia, and Rationality" DIKUS Volume 6, (2000) (Blain 2000)[footnoteRef:1] and Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse "A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England” Sociology of Religion Volume 60 No. 2 pp.187-197 (1999) (Tony Walter 1999)[footnoteRef:2]. We will compare the two papers by analyzing their writing styles, theoretical and methodological approaches, use of evidence and data, and the strengths and weaknesses of their arguments. While both papers deal with belief systems and spirituality, their methodological choices significantly shape their conclusions. By contrasting an immersive, reflexive ethnographic approach with a structured qualitative sociological study, this analysis highlights how different academic disciplines construct knowledge and engage with their subjects. [1:  Jenny Blain, "Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia, and Rationality" DIKUS Volume 6, (2000)]  [2:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse "A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England” Sociology of Religion Volume 60 No. 2 pp.187-197 (1999)] 

Blain’s paper is an anthropological study reflecting on her experiential research among shamanistic practitioners of seidr, an ancient Norse tradition and the perception that others both academic and nonacademic may have of her experiential point of view. She uses reflexive ethnography, positioning herself within the study and exploring the challenges of "going native" in anthropological research. By contrast, Walter and Waterhouse’s article, published in the Sociology of Religion takes an “outsider” sociological approach, using qualitative interview data to examine belief in reincarnation in contemporary England. Their study is framed within the broader debate on religious privatization. Drawing on previous statistical surveys as well as their own surveys and structured interviews they examine belief systems unrelated to the dominant institutionalized religions of England, namely Protestantism, and Catholicism.
Both Blair and Walter, Waterhouse’s papers were written for different audiences, within distinct academic contexts which helped shape their approaches to research and analysis. As a senior lecturer in social sciences at Sheffield Hallam University, Blain specializes in experiential ethnography. (Blain 2000)[footnoteRef:3] She often incorporates personal participation into her research, challenging the rigid boundaries between researcher and subject. Therefore, Blain’s study focusing on seidr, a reconstructed Norse shamanistic practice, is grounded in anthropology and religious studies, and is influenced by postmodern critiques of ethnography, feminist perspectives, and reflexive anthropology (Blain 2000)[footnoteRef:4]. She primarily writes for an academic audience familiar with anthropological debates, and interested in the politics of representation, insider/outsider dynamics, and alternative spiritual practices. Her approach is within the traditional framework of immersive ethnographic studies, where subjective experience is seen as a valid and unavoidable part of academic research. [3:  Jenny Blain, "Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia, and Rationality" DIKUS Volume 6, (2000)]  [4:  Jenny Blain, "Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia, and Rationality" DIKUS Volume 6, (2000)] 

Walter and Waterhouse, by contrast, operate within the field of sociology, specifically the sociology of religion. Though sociology may be thought of as a cousin of anthropology it traditionally takes a more qualitative or “outsider” approach to research where the world is your laboratory. Walter, a professor at the University of Bath, has written extensively on death, bereavement, and religious belief in modern societies, (Tony Walter 2025)[footnoteRef:5] while Waterhouse, associated with The Open University, (Helen Waterhouse 2025)[footnoteRef:6] focuses on contemporary religious movements. Their study of reincarnation belief in England is situated within the wider discussions of religious privatization, secularization, and the persistence of "unofficial" spiritual beliefs in Western societies. (Tony Walter 1999)[footnoteRef:7] Their work is intended for sociologists, religious studies scholars, and those analyzing survey data on belief systems. Unlike Blain’s ethnographic method, Walter and Waterhouse employ a mixed-method approach, drawing on statistical surveys conducted by themselves, as well as the European Values Surveys (EVS) (Tony Walter 1999)[footnoteRef:8] and interviews to examine how individuals privately reconcile reincarnation with mainstream religious affiliations which are not traditionally associated with reincarnation. [5:  Tony Walter . 2025. https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter (accessed March 13, 2025).]  [6:  Helen Waterhouse. 2025. https://oro.open.ac.uk/view/person/hjw26.html (accessed March 2025, 2025)]  [7:  Tony Walter, Helen Waterhouse. "A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England." Sociology of Religion, 1999: 187-197.]  [8:  Tony Walter, Helen Waterhouse. "A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England." Sociology of Religion, 1999: 187-197] 

Though it feels not that long ago, 1999 and 2000 were 25 and 26 years ago, respectively, which in academic writing can seem like a century. However, it is important to remember that these authors were asking important questions as they interrogated the boundaries between belief, academic objectivity, and personal experience for the time. Blain’s work is shaped by the ongoing debate over the legitimacy of subjective, experiential ethnography, particularly in the study of alternative spiritual practices. This aligns with Forster's discussion in her paper “We Are All Insider-Outsiders: A Review of Debates Surrounding native Anthropology”  where she emphasizes the dual role of the researcher as both an insider and an outsider, challenging traditional anthropological methods that prioritize distance and objectivity (Forester 2020)[footnoteRef:9]. Walter and Waterhouse’s study, meanwhile, engages with sociological concerns about the fragmentation of religious identity and the extent to which contemporary spiritual beliefs exist outside traditional institutions. [9:  Forester, Abby. "We Are All Insider-Outsiders:." Student Anthropologist , 2020.
] 

Despite these differences, both papers shed light on religious views that are considered outside the “mainstream,” contributing to scholarly discussions on these belief systems by examining how individuals construct meaning within their spiritual frameworks. While Blain highlights the challenges of presenting “irrational” beliefs within academia, Walter and Waterhouse analyze how belief in reincarnation remains a largely private conviction that does not necessarily conflict with mainstream (Western) religious adherence. Their distinct academic orientations, one utilizing participant experience, the other relying on structured data collection, illustrate how these two contrasting yet valuable approaches to studying contemporary spiritual beliefs can be of equal but different values.
Blain’s anthropological research focuses on seidr practitioners in North America and Europe. Her central research question explores how participants construct meaning within seidr practices and how their belief systems interact with academic discourses. She examines the tensions between academic rationality and the subjective, experiential nature of shamanistic practices, particularly addressing the challenge of “going native” in ethnographic research. This is a well-debated issue in reflexive research, where Mantzoukas in his paper “The Inclusion of Bias in Reflective and Reflexive Research” argues that acknowledging and incorporating bias into research is in fact essential for validity rather than a flaw as it has been seen in the past (Mantzoukas 2005)[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Mantzoukas, Stefanos. "The Inclusion of Bias in Reflective and Reflexive Research: A Neccessary Prerequisite for Securing Validity ." Journal of Research in Nursing, 2005: 279-295.] 

Blain structures her paper around key themes: the reconstruction of seidr from historical sources, the role of ritual and altered states of consciousness in the practice, and the intersection between academic objectivity and insider knowledge. She draws heavily on participant observation using a narrative approach in her writing. She brings us on her journey, giving us an “insider” view of her thoughts and personal experiences. Through a reflexive approach and her interviews with practitioners, she highlights the challenges of studying a belief system that does not conform to traditional Western notions of rationality. She argues that seidr must be understood as a lived practice rather than an abstract academic construct.
Walter and Waterhouse’s study investigates the persistence of reincarnation belief in contemporary England, particularly among individuals with no formal attachment to Eastern religions or New Age movements. Their primary research question is how belief in reincarnation functions within a privatized religious landscape where individuals construct personal spiritual identities.
The article follows a clearly structured format, starting with an overview of survey data on reincarnation belief in Western societies that prompted the authors to look more in-depth at this question. They then describe their methodology, which includes qualitative interviews with 30 adults and three focus groups of schoolchildren. They analyze how interviewees reconcile reincarnation with existing religious frameworks, their reasons for believing in it, and the extent to which it influences their daily lives. The findings suggest that belief in reincarnation is fairly widespread but largely private, with little impact on moral behavior or religious affiliation.
Unlike Blain’s immersive ethnographic approach, Walter and Waterhouse rely on a combination of statistical data and qualitative interviews that allow for a broader generalization of trends in religious belief but lacks the deep, experiential insights found in Blain’s work. This structured sociological approach contrasts sharply with the more personal and subjective methods of reflexive anthropology, highlighting the broader epistemological divide in the social sciences (Mantzoukas 2005)[footnoteRef:11]. Their evidence includes survey results showing the increasing prevalence of reincarnation belief, as well as direct quotes from interviewees discussing their personal experiences and reasons for believing in reincarnation. Such as the mother who found reincarnation comforting after the loss of her child. (Tony Walter 1999)[footnoteRef:12]  Unfortunately, they don’t give any information about the children they interviewed and whether they used those surveys and interviews conducted in the focus groups in their final research paper. In fact, outside of mentioning there were three focus groups of children, they don’t come up again at all nor do they address how the students were selected how the interviews were conducted and what if any consent was obtained. [11:  Mantzoukas, Stefanos. "The Inclusion of Bias in Reflective and Reflexive Research: A Neccessary Prerequisite for Securing Validity ." Journal of Research in Nursing, 2005: 279-295.
]  [12:  Tony Walter, Helen Waterhouse. "A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England." Sociology of Religion, 1999: 187-197.] 

Blain’s writing style is somewhat unconventional for academic work, blending experiential narrative with theoretical analysis. She frequently shifts between describing her personal experiences with seidr and discussing broader anthropological debates, making the text engaging but also potentially challenging for readers unfamiliar with reflexive ethnography. This aligns with contemporary debates on native anthropology, where scholars like Forster emphasize the methodological tensions between insider and outsider perspectives (Forester 2020)[footnoteRef:13]. She often employs first-person narration, which reinforces her argument that subjective experience is integral to understanding seidr while also highlighting how this approach raises concerns about academic objectivity in the traditionally academic mind. [13:  Forester, Abby. "We Are All Insider-Outsiders:." Student Anthropologist , 2020] 

Walter and Waterhouse, by contrast, adopt a concise, structured, and traditionally academic writing style. Their language is precise and objective, avoiding personal reflections. This makes their study more accessible to a general academic audience, particularly those interested in sociology and religious studies. However, Walter and Waterhouse’s lack of data tables or charts makes it harder to visualize, inspect, or test their data or data-gathering practices.
Overall, Blain’s style is more interpretive and theoretical, aimed at scholars engaged in debates about ethnographic methodology. Walter and Waterhouse prioritize empirical analysis, making their work easier to read but less immersive. Blain’s use of a reflexive ethnographic approach, positioning herself as both an observer and participant, allows her to provide deep, insider insights into seidr practices. Conversely, it may also make those in academia who still see the “outsider” approach as the only way to conduct research scientifically and therefore legitimately uncomfortable. Mantzoukas critiques this traditional perspective, arguing that including researcher bias transparently strengthens rather than weakens qualitative research (Mantzoukas 2005)[footnoteRef:14]. [14:  Mantzoukas, Stefanos. "The Inclusion of Bias in Reflective and Reflexive Research: A Neccessary Prerequisite for Securing Validity ." Journal of Research in Nursing, 2005: 279-295.] 

Walter and Waterhouse’s approach of combining survey data with structured interviews was selected to not only avoid influencing their subjects but also narrow the scope of their research on how reincarnation belief persists in England. They excluded individuals with explicit Eastern religious or New Age affiliations but did not clarify the criteria used to define these labels. This exclusion may have impacted on their findings by omitting individuals with mixed or ambiguous spiritual identities. This issue highlights broader concerns in qualitative research methodology about sampling and representational accuracy, as discussed by Bell and Waters (Waters 2018)[footnoteRef:15]. [15:  Waters, Judith Bell and Stephen. Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First Time Researchers. London: Open University Press McGraw-Hill Education, 2018.] 

The key difference in methodology is that Blain’s research is immersive and interpretive, whereas Walter and Waterhouse utilize structured analysis. Blain’s work provides a nuanced, insider perspective but may lack broad accessibility, while Walter and Waterhouse achieve a more generalizable analysis but sacrifice some depth of individual experience. These distinctions illustrate the broader epistemological divide between qualitative and quantitative social sciences.
Blain’s main strength lies in her deep engagement with the subject matter, providing an insider’s perspective on seidr practices that allows her to bring us momentarily into her world. Her argument that academia should recognize experiential knowledge as legitimate is reasonable, especially in fields like anthropology and religious studies. However, her assumption that her audience is familiar with anthropological debates and Norse paganism may limit accessibility. She does not fully address her bias as a community participant as Mantzoukas suggests, focusing instead on the bias of academia in favoring the scientific method (Mantzoukas 2005)[footnoteRef:16]. [16:  Mantzoukas, Stefanos. "The Inclusion of Bias in Reflective and Reflexive Research: A Neccessary Prerequisite for Securing Validity ." Journal of Research in Nursing, 2005: 279-295.
] 

The fundamental difference between these two papers lies in methodological approach and engagement with belief. Blain’s immersive, reflexive ethnography offers deep, qualitative insights into a specific practice, but at the expense of objectivity and broad applicability. Walter and Waterhouse’s structured sociological study provides empirical data on a wider population but lacks engagement with the lived experience of belief in reincarnation.
Both studies offer valuable contributions thanks to their unique perspectives on how belief is constructed and understood within different academic frameworks. Blain challenges the boundaries of academic objectivity, while Walter and Waterhouse reinforce the growing academic consensus on the privatization of religion. Their respective strengths and weaknesses illustrate how different methodologies shape the way researchers interpret spiritual belief systems. This, analysis has highlighted the key differences in research methodology, writing style, and use of evidence between Jenny Blain’s "Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia, and Rationality" and Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s "A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England." While both papers explore spiritual belief systems, their academic approaches shape their arguments and conclusions in distinct ways.
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