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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources

Introduction
This essay is a critical comparison of Jenny Blain’s paper, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’ (Speaking Shamanistically) published online in DISKUS in 2006[footnoteRef:1] and Tony Walter’s paper, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ (A Very Private Belief) published in the journal, Sociology of Religion in 1999[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Blain, Jenny. “Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality.” DISKUS (2000). Feb 2023. <https://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/diskus1-6/blain.txt>.]  [2:  Walter, T. Waterhouse, H. “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.” Sociology of Religion 60.2 (1999): 187-197.] 

Blain (born 1949) is a retired Senior Lecturer in Sociology with interests in ‘shamanisms, Paganisms, ritual studies, gender and sexuality, folklore, and heritage studies’[footnoteRef:3].  She co-authored the text ‘Think Twice’ [2005][footnoteRef:4] and was co-editor and contributor for ‘Researching Paganisms’ (2004)[footnoteRef:5].  Both volumes deal the theory and methods of researching culture and identity. [3:  Occult World. Blain-Jenny. n.d. 24 02 2023. <https://occult-world.com/blain-jenny/>]  [4:  Tepperman, Lorne and Jenny Blain. Think Twice!: Sociology Looks at Current Social Issues. 2, revised. Pearson/Prentice Hall, 2006.]  [5:  Ezzy, Douglas, Graham Harvey and Jenny Blain, Researching Paganisms. AltaMira Press, 2004.] 

Blain’s paper, a personal study of the challenges of being both a seidr insider and an academic studying seidr communities, is published in DISKUS, part of the Internet Journal of Religion.  The paper sits within the journal’s remit to study contemporary religions and religious traditions.  It aims to publish ‘lucid and accessible’ articles that are of use to a ‘wide readership of academics, students, teachers and others.’[footnoteRef:6]   [6:  The journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions (BASR). DISKUS. n.d. 24 02 2023. <https://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/>.] 

Walter (born 1948) has been Emeritus Professor of Death Studies at Bath University since retiring in 2015.  His work has focussed on the sociological understanding of death in modern society. He is currently examining ‘the climate/ecological emergency and the death of species, including our own, to which it points and that it seeks to avert.’[footnoteRef:7] [7:  University of Bath. Profile Tony Walter. n.d. 24 02 2023. <https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter>.] 

Walter’s paper, which examines the beliefs of English people who take seriously the possibility of reincarnation, is published in Sociology of Religion[footnoteRef:8], the journal of the Association for the Sociology of Religion.  It aims to advance scholarship in the sociological study of religion all around the world, seeking to publish articles with a strong empirical grounding that are theoretically ambitious.  As such this paper would seem to fit the journal’s profile well. [8:  Academic, Oxford. Association for the Sociology of Religion. 24 02 2023. <https://academic.oup.com/socrel/pages/About?login=false>.] 

The two papers are quite different to each other, setting out to do and say quite different things.  
Blain’s paper explores what it means to be both a seidworker within seidr communities whilst simultaneously, an academic studying them.  The paper captures her doubts and vulnerabilities as she wrestles with what it might mean for anthropologists to pursue what George Marcus calls ‘multi-sited ethnography’[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  Marcus, George E. “Ethnography in/of the World System: THE EMERGENCE OF MULTI-SITED ETHNOGRAPHY (1995).” Marcus, George E. Ethnography through Thick and Thin. Princeton: Princeton University Press., 1998. 79-104.] 

Blain begins with a reflexive summary, briefly describing the reconstitution of seidr practices.  She situates them within a relativistic, postmodern discursive understanding, asking ‘how is such situating valued when practitioners’ realities appear ‘irrational’, if the narrator positions herself within the multiple realities of the seidr séance?’[footnoteRef:10]  She describes her perceived dilemma saying, ‘At anthropological conferences I present and analyse other people’s words rather than what I ‘know’[footnoteRef:11]. [10:  Blain, (2000). p. 1]  [11:  Ibid. p. 1] 

Blain then introduces us to her seidr community subjects, recognising that these modern, western people balance the same daily dissonances as she does in her professional anthropologist role.
Having described the people Blain turns her examination inwards.  She gives an ‘anthropologists’ description of seidr and its roots, before taking the reader through several iterations of how seidr might be described.  The first is what ‘an informed outsider might create’[footnoteRef:12], the second a practitioner’s generalised ‘account as told to an ethnographer’[footnoteRef:13], and the third, which starts as a generalised insider’s description, quickly becomes an individual’s specific journey. Blain says it represents ‘a turning point in the speaker’s experience’[footnoteRef:14] before revealing the story as hers, it is what situates Blain as an insider within the seidr community.  It leads to her central question; ‘how far is this account [by an ethnographer] acceptable?’[footnoteRef:15] [12:  Ibid. p. 3]  [13:  Ibid. p. 4]  [14:  Ibid. p. 5]  [15:  Ibid. p. 5] 

In the second half of her paper Blain discusses ‘Shamanism’ noting that ‘seid and seidworkers are disputed within the community … indeed, there may be more than one ‘community’ to be considered.’[footnoteRef:16]  She notes that in Shamanism the things seen in seances and their meanings differ between cultures, but that across cultures the shaman’s role is ‘mediator between people and spirits’[footnoteRef:17] (i.e. a priest) and a mapper of journeys and connections.  Blain concludes that the roles of shaman and ethnographer are not so far removed from each other, both ‘moving through the worlds, moving between levels of analysis, in an attempt to re-construct something in her own understandings…’[footnoteRef:18] Ultimately, she ends her paper where she began, circling around her self-doubt about the acceptability of being simultaneously both insider and ethnographer. [16:  Ibid. p. 5-6]  [17:  Ibid. p. 7]  [18:  Ibid. p. 9] 

Walter’s paper[footnoteRef:19] is a more traditional research paper.  Its starting point is a series of surveys from 1940-1990 showing a sizable minority of respondents have a belief in reincarnation associated with, ‘conventional Christian beliefs’[footnoteRef:20].   This paper reports on a small interview study undertaken to ‘elicit the meaning of reincarnation to those who believe in it’[footnoteRef:21]. [19:  Walter, T. Waterhouse, H. “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.” Sociology of Religion 60.2 (1999): 187-197.]  [20:  Walter, T. (1999) p. 188]  [21:  Ibid. p. 188] 

Walter describes his interview subjects and how they were interviewed along with some of their backgrounds (30 adults interviewed individually, and school children interviewed in three age-defined groups).  He further characterised the adults by gender, faith affiliation, age profiles, and occupation, in order to ‘discover the range of meanings given to the idea of reincarnation’[footnoteRef:22].  Reflexively, Walter then describes how the data were analysed, highlighting his co-author’s (Helen Waterhouse) religious studies perspective, and his own sociological one. [22:  Ibid. p. 189] 

This paper does not report the detailed analysis of Waterhouse’s data, citing other analyses that at time of this paper’s publication were unpublished.  He justifies the decision saying this paper summarises their main findings, situating them ‘within the debate about the privatisation of contemporary belief’[footnoteRef:23] and highlighting Peter Berger’s contention that religious belief has become a matter of personal choice[footnoteRef:24], and Grace Davie’s position that ‘the English believe without belonging’[footnoteRef:25].   [23:  Ibid. p.189]  [24:  Berger, Peter L. The social reality of religion. London: Faber, 1969.]  [25:  Davie, G. (1990). Believing without belonging: Is this the future of religion in Britain? Social Compass, 37, 455-69.] 

This brief literature review finishes by highlighting reincarnation and the anomalous nature of its association with orthodox Christian belief (‘no-one had any idea that so many people might actually believe in it’[footnoteRef:26]).  Walter asks 3 questions:  Can churchgoers belong without believing? Is unorthodox belief a normal part of Churchgoers belief or a source of embarrassment?  Does reincarnation belief affect private morality / behaviour?[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Ibid. p. 190]  [27:  Ibid. p 192] 

The final part of Walter’s paper is an analysis of his findings which he breaks down into 5 areas, examining respondent’s Religious Associations, the Nature of Belief, their Sources of Belief, the Content of Belief, and finally their Effects.  In each section he reviews their findings in relation to the academy, and then finally spells out his conclusions in a brief summary.  Their findings confirm, he says, that it is possible to go to church and hold unorthodox beliefs, and he speculates that this belief may be ‘the folk religion of the media age’ existing ‘without any demonstrable consequences for their behaviour, conversation or affiliations.  It is the ultimate detached, private belief.’[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Ibid. p. 169] 

Analysis
These two papers are significantly different, the most obvious difference being the contrasting style in which they are written.   Blain is clearly a gifted storyteller, writing compelling accounts of her subjects’ and her own engagements within the world of seidr, however, she doesn’t adhere to a strongly academic style, which makes her thought progression more difficult to follow.  Walter, on the other hand, uses a much drier, more typical academic style and structure, which, whilst it makes his logic easier to follow, is less compelling to read. 
Interestingly, neither author situates their work in its academic context well.  Whilst Walter’s paper asks a clearly stated question (does ‘the twentieth century privatisation of belief make it easier to hold beliefs not taught by one’s church?’[footnoteRef:29]) his literature review is buried a third of the way through the paper in one paragraph[footnoteRef:30].  He attempts to frame his question in the work of three authors[footnoteRef:31] [footnoteRef:32], but the review is brief, and the third citation relates to a presentation rather than a publication.  Blain’s paper, by comparison, lacks both a clearly stated question and a literature review.  It is only through repeated readings that one understands she is asking, ‘Is it okay to be both a seidr practitioner and an ethnographer?’ however the question is never directly asked, and the reader is left groping around to deduce her question.   [29:  Ibid. p. 187]  [30:  Ibid. pp. 189-190]  [31:  Berger, P. (1969)]  [32:  Davie, G. (1990). ] 

More problematic than Blain’s lack of a question is the lack of a clearly defined literature review.  She introduces her paper by mentioning how ‘Feminism and the ‘critique of ethnography’ have emphasised the situatedness of narrative and narrator’[footnoteRef:33] before writing about a trip to a wedding.  Within this narrative she buries the phrase, ‘On the plane I’d been…… thinking about George Marcus’ discussions of ‘multi-sited ethnography’’[footnoteRef:34] [footnoteRef:35].  As one rereads this paper (and by necessity Marcus’) it become apparent that Marcus’ unexpressed ideas are the frame for Blain’s likewise unspoken question, and whilst she later repeats the sentence about feminism and the critique of ethnography verbatim [footnoteRef:36], she at no point defines these terms, cites any sources for them, or relates her work to Marcus’ theories, feminism or the ‘critique of ethnography’. [33:  Blain J. (2000) p. 1]  [34:  Ibid. p. 2]  [35:  Marcus, George E. “Ethnography in/of the World System: THE EMERGENCE OF MULTI-SITED ETHNOGRAPHY (1995).” Marcus, George E. Ethnography through Thick and Thin. Princeton: Princeton University Press., 1998. 79-104.]  [36:  Blain J. (2000) p. 6] 

Ultimately, neither Blain nor Walter offer convincing literature reviews and as such it is difficult for the reader of either paper to understand the work’s context or why it matters.
The differences between ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ and ‘A Very Private Belief’ are not limited to their writing styles or literature reviews.  Walter’s paper, being more traditional in style and structure, has a much clearer methodological approach.  The author did not use his own preliminary questionnaires, basing his hypothesis on the pre-existing survey data.  He describes his subjects (30 adults individually interviewed, and 21 children interviewed in three age-specific groups), where they are from (Southwest England) and then characterises the adults quite carefully.  He also characterises subjects who he ultimately excludes from his study.  However, he does not mention the children, or any data derived from them, leading us to ask, why does he mention them in the first place?
Children aside, this care in his subject characterisation stands in sharp contrast to Blain’s paper.  Whilst her prose carries us through her storying, we are never given a clear view of her subjects.  We are told about Winifred and Rosten, we deduce later that Blain considers herself a subject, and we meet Jordsvin, but other seidr practitioners are only alluded to and none are characterised.  Whilst the reader can guess the subject’s genders and probably infer sexualities, readers are given no idea of subjects’ racial backgrounds and nowhere does Blain state any of these.  Given that she believes she is discussing something that engages with feminism, this weakens her paper considerably. 
Another weakness in Blain’s paper is the lack of methodological explanation.  At no point does she explain why she has followed a purely anthropological / ethnographic approach.  Whilst one can infer her reasoning (she’s wrestling with the academic validity of being an insider in the community that she is studying as an ethnographer), her lack of explanation means that the paper lacks clarity, making it seem muddled and unfocussed.  By comparison Walker’s paper is much tighter, whilst the child subjects his paper mentions disappear entirely, he is at least clear why he and Waterhouse are pursuing their methodology, stating that, ‘[b]ecause the survey data pose intriguing questions, we conducted a small-scale interview study in order to elicit the meaning of reincarnation to those who believe it.’[footnoteRef:37]  It’s conceivable that someone will disagree with his methods, but at least we are sure of why he thinks he is using them. [37:  Walter, P. (1999) p. 188] 

Putting aside their methodologies, both authors use individual interviews with their subjects to obtain their data.  As might be expected, how they use that data differs sharply, but this is one point of similarity in otherwise quite different approaches.  
Blain uses her interview data to show the differences between insider and outsider accounts, she seems less worried by the content of the accounts than their originator and whether she can use the first person or third person as she reports them.  Blain’s main problem is that she wants to study seid communities as an ethnographer, but as a member of that community feels constrained by the methodology of ‘detached anthropology’ that deems it unacceptable for the ethnographer to enter into the community she is studying.  She wants to explore multiple insider viewpoints using her experience and expertise as seidworker and ethnographer, saying ‘Postmodernism gives an opportunity to present seidr experiences as participants’ discursive understanding, embedded within social and community processes.’[footnoteRef:38]  The inference being, who better than the situated, insider ethnographer to do that? [38:  Blain, J. (2000) p. 5] 

In contrast Walter obviously feels unconstrained by his objectivity as he analyses his data.  Sadly, the analyses are mostly unpublished[footnoteRef:39], and we simply have his word for it as he summarises the study’s findings.  A further problem with Walter’s findings is his loose use of terms in his analysis.  It was noted earlier that Blain does not define her terms well, but here Walter does not do so either.  In his introduction he discusses reincarnation and Christian or secular beliefs[footnoteRef:40], and defines reincarnation, without defining Christian and secular beliefs.  As his analysis progresses Walter states that a third of his adult subjects are practicing Christians[footnoteRef:41], with active involvement in a church[footnoteRef:42], however, it seems that this involvement is primarily with spiritualist churches (8 of 30 adults had ‘involvement with spiritualist churches’[footnoteRef:43]) which are rejected by mainstream Christian churches.  Walter appears to conflate the terms ‘church’, ‘spiritualist’ and ‘Christian’ which seems an odd mistake in a paper published in the Sociology of Religion journal; a quick check of the Collins English dictionary[footnoteRef:44] reveals quite different definitions for Christianity and spiritualism.  Given that there are around 40,300 Christian churches in the UK[footnoteRef:45] and around 350 Spiritualist churches[footnoteRef:46] this conflation severely weakens the conclusion ‘that it is perfectly possible both to go to church and to believe in reincarnation’ since his sample is deeply unrepresentative. [39:  Walter, P. (1999) p. 197]  [40:  Ibid. p. 187]  [41:  Ibid. p. 189]  [42:  Ibid. p. 190]  [43:  Ibid. p. 190]  [44:  Collins. (2023). Collins English Dictionary. Retrieved 03 03, 2023, from Collins: https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/]  [45:  The National Churches Trust. (2019, April 14). Holy Spirit - The UK has more churches than pubs. Retrieved 03 07, 2023, from National Churches Trust: https://www.nationalchurchestrust.org/news/holy-spirit-uk-has-more-churches-pubs]  [46:  MacKian, S. (2015, Sept 23). Robbie, angels and an enchanting history: Locating Spiritualism in the modern world. Retrieved March 07, 2023, from Everyday Spirituality: https://www.open.ac.uk/blogs/EverydaySpirituality/?p=339] 

Conclusions
Having examined these two papers there are a number of conclusions to be drawn.  The first is that neither paper is especially good, both having weaknesses that compromise the message they are trying to communicate.
Blain’s weakness lies in her confusion between her academic and seid community self.  Given that she has published on methodological best practice, to find her paper lacking clear questions, academic context, methodological justifications and clear conclusions is at odds with what the reader should expect.  DISKUS aims to publish ‘lucid and accessible’ articles of use to a ‘wide readership’[footnoteRef:47]. Blain’s paper falls well short of this standard.  Had she explained why she writes as she does, why she focussed on just three or four subjects, and clearly stated her views at the end, the paper would have been significantly stronger.   [47:  The journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions (BASR). DISKUS. n.d. 24 02 2023. <https://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/>.] 

Walter’s weaknesses lie less with his methodology, than in its presentation.  The paper suffers due to the almost non-existent literature review, but the way that Walter has failed to define his terms is what fatally compromises both the analysis his data (what little we can see of it), and the conclusions he draws from them.  Walter’s paper was published in Sociology of Religion, a journal seeking articles which are grounded empirically and are ambitious theoretically[footnoteRef:48].  At first glance, Walter’s reliance on published empirical data would make this paper a good fit for Sociology of Religion, but his dependence on unpublished analysis makes both his empirical and qualitative data disappear, and his failure to define terms limits how ambitious it can be theoretically. [48:  Academic, Oxford. Association for the Sociology of Religion. 24 02 2023. <https://academic.oup.com/socrel/pages/About?login=false>.] 

Ultimately neither paper concludes well.  Blain’s simply circles in on itself, never resolving her methodological confusion or her insider/outsider identity conflict.  Walter’s conclusion that it is possible for church goers to believe in reincarnation might be valid for a small subsection of spiritualist church goers, but his conflation of this with Christian church going populations is disingenuous and not demonstrated by the data he presents.

2578 Words excluding headings and footnotes





Bibliography
Academic, Oxford. (2023, 02 24). Association for the Sociology of Religion. Retrieved from Sociology of Religion: https://academic.oup.com/socrel/pages/About?login=false
Berger, P. L. (1969). The social reality of religion. London: Faber.
Blain, J. (2000). Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality. DISKUS. Retrieved Feb 2023, from https://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/diskus1-6/blain.txt
Blain, J. (n.d.). https://www.linkedin.com/in/jenny-blain-9b508337/?originalSubdomain=uk. Retrieved 02 24, 2023
Collins. (2023). Collins English Dictionary. Retrieved 03 03, 2023, from Collins: https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/
Davie, G. (1990). Believing without belonging: Is this the future of religion in Britain? Social Compass, 37, 455-69.
Ezzy, D., Harvey, G., & Blain, J. (Eds.). (2004). Researching Paganisms. AltaMira Press.
MacKian, S. (2015, Sept 23). Robbie, angels and an enchanting history: Locating Spiritualism in the modern world. Retrieved March 07, 2023, from Everyday Spirituality: https://www.open.ac.uk/blogs/EverydaySpirituality/?p=339
Marcus, G. E. (1998). Ethnography in/of the World System: THE EMERGENCE OF MULTI-SITED ETHNOGRAPHY (1995). In G. E. Marcus, Ethnography through Thick and Thin (pp. 79-104). Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Occult World. (n.d.). Blain-Jenny. Retrieved 02 24, 2023, from Occult World: https://occult-world.com/blain-jenny/
Tepperman, L., & Blain, J. (2006). Think Twice!: Sociology Looks at Current Social Issues (2, revised ed.). Pearson/Prentice Hall.
The journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions (BASR). (n.d.). DISKUS. Retrieved 02 24, 2023, from DISKUS: https://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/
The National Churches Trust. (2019, April 14). Holy Spirit - The UK has more churches than pubs. Retrieved 03 07, 2023, from National Churches Trust: https://www.nationalchurchestrust.org/news/holy-spirit-uk-has-more-churches-pubs
University of Bath. (n.d.). Profile Tony Walter. Retrieved 02 24, 2023, from https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter
Walter, T. W. (1999). A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England. Sociology of Religion, 60(2), 187-197.



image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





