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…the test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas
in the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function. 
F. Scott FItzgerald

Introduction

This paper is a comparison between qualitative studies; Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality by Blain, J.  and A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England by Walter and Waterhouse. Each employs qualitative analysis. Walter and Waterhouse worked with a survey that inspired interviews while Blain used interviews and observation, the latter extending her work into participating in an informants' wedding. This paper considers the potential benefits and drawbacks of each more distanced and more involved approach to research a perceived phenomenon. It in turn considering related points within each that impact the strength of the study and resulting findings and their report. This paper also considers what the aim is of this sort of research in relation to the format of communicating its findings: What different sorts of research design and approaches can reasonably be expected to elicit when the approach is from an outsider? Are there risks of going deep into a community and what are they of keeping distance? How does the researcher fit themselves in? From the view that Whitehead's note of possible dissonance (Whitehead, A. 2008) of perspectives applies to research of beliefs as well as things, through what lenses do researchers look and what do they simultaneously expect to be able to see? The above are approached mentioning issues each paper brings to light; intentionally and explicitly, or otherwise.

Recruitment

Walter and Waterhouse gathered people multiple ways; seeking variances in study population in order "to discover a range of meanings" (Walter and Waterhouse, 1999) of reincarnation according to participants not in groups they consciously excluded who might have been raised with exposure to dogma about reincarnation. Informant gathering included a call for participants on local radio. While they note looking to publications to evaluate demographics of subcommunity readerships that may or may not believe in reincarnation, they do not specify what the local radio station was or their method in choosing it, which seems relevant considering they wanted to exclude particular demographics. They excluded groups such as New Age who might more likely have been exposed to reincarnation but, curiously they kept Spiritualists. Blain researched her chosen community for years, found members interested in being observed and interviewed, and engaged in longer term exchanges with them. She also traveled far to get to them.

Location Connection
Walter and Waterhouse went West to find churchgoers who did not believe in reincarnation, and yet themselves acknowledge the array of spiritualities known to be practiced in that area. Blain chose her geographic location specifically to connect with the community she knew were there. She attends multiple community events at multiple locations over time and the paper itself is written about and inspired by an experience that, while also observed, she travels on a plane to participate in an informants' major life event.


Dissonance of Belief

Walter and Waterhouse use the word belief a great deal. They seem so focus on the use of forms of the word, believe, even when they went in looking for meaning and when elaborations by informants seem to lean more toward curiosity or faith; meaning trust and confidence vs. belief which is a more mental relationship with evidence. It could be argued that the perspective of the researcher is revealed in this more than those of the informants, considering Velasquez's statement, Scientific knowledge and religious knowledge have very different standards for evaluating their fundamental truths. And this is how it should be. They depart from very different positions. (Velasquez, 2023). Belief surely is included when it comes to accepting scripture but, considering Christians are being asked because reincarnation is seen as out of bounds for the contemporary church, what of the Bible are they to take literally? And is literalism in terms of religious doctrine to be considered fundamentalist? The Bible itself has inherent contradictions both testaments "They did not mind stating apparently opposed truths; they knew that they could give men a higher truth, in which the contradictories became two sides of the same truth. (Brooke, 1872). Early Christians, including Platonists like Origen, whose writings indicate a conflict between Platonic reincarnation and the banning of writings regarding it in his time, which some still debate today (Jensen, 2011). Some of Walter and Waterhouse's informants were being educated or were already highly educated and all lived in Europe and might have been exposed to Biblical history.

Back to the very word belief, which might mean different things to different people. Scholars are likely aware that mutual definitions support clear exchange (cite psych paper). It follows that this would extend to research. While one does not want to offer leading questions, asking for clarification is reasonable. Based on the word belief and its varying given definitions or lack thereof, Walter and Waterhouse interpret responses to indicate people have more relaxed views than they once did rather than perhaps, for example, that they feel more safe expressing what they truly felt at the time. They seem to employ a rather simplified view of the minds and views of informants. F. Scott Fitzgerald shared his own experience with cognitive dissonance in the quote above. Holding opposites as being in relationships in nature goes farther back than the bible itself, even to the Tao te Ching, "For being and nonbeing / arise together; (Le Guin, 1997) 

Simplistic interpretations of informants' answers without due diligence measures mentioned above as well as considering some informants stated they had never thought about articulating their belief. These statements seem to be confused for a lack of validity of a belief simply because one is not able to manifest and articulate a personal definition on the spot. This interpretation could be seen as condescending as to the intelligence of believers, in that it excludes the complexity of the overall human being let alone the mind, emotions, and all else that influences the development of any spiritual stance.
Reflexivity

Since the researcher is the primary “instrument” of data collection and analysis, reflexivity is deemed essential (Glesne, 1999, Merriam, 1998 & Kelly,. 2002; Stake 1995). Publishing was only a year apart and the papers are in drastic contrast to one another in the ways findings are communicated. While reflexivity was a relatively young concept - only showing up in academia with one (Fook, 1999) published in 1999. That said, among others, Reflexivity: An Essential Component for All Research (Finlay, 1998) as well as (Parker 1994) had been published. These notes are is important considering Walter and Waterhouse do not note employing it. Meanwhile, only one year later, Blain employed it in abundance. 

Ethics
Blain seems to think academic audiences might frown on her approach. Then it can be asked, what is ethical and unethical when dealing with human participants' personal, and in the words of W & W themselves, very private belief systems; asking strangers questions about such potentially deeply sensitive things? It could be said that a comparison of Blain, J.'s approach to W & W, reveals the seriousness with which the researcher takes both the subject and the informants themselves.
Empathy

It might even be said, per cognitive dissonance references, that empathy elicits reflexivity; via noticing the other in oneself. A mere overview of the tributaries of Christianity in Europe alone indicates that variants of beliefs are highly subjective. Walter, T. & Waterhouse reduction of informants' answers to a single-minded approach to life seem lacking in empathy. Considering where in their own lives they face a similar dichotomy they cannot articulate; and ways they themselves deal with said; might reveal to them the complexities of belief - even without a shared definition. Blain, J.'s paper, on the other hand, employs empathy a direct tactic both in studying and in conveying to the reader: Aware her readers are academics, she expresses her conflicts living among multiple worlds and shows reflected inherent conflicts in the world of her informant, taking the reader into a understanding in a way that no objective explanation would. What is this research for if not to understand?  

Adjusting traditional researcher boundaries of course depends on the skill of the scholar and poses questions of how far one might go with regard to ethics, as mentioned above. All said, is not every endeavor subject to the skills, experience, talent, perspective, resources, (applied) ethics, etc. of those performing it? There is no perfect recipe for human interaction but Projections change the world into the replica of one’s own unknown face.... – C.G. Jung and “we do not make projections, rather they happen to us” when we are “certain we know what other people think or what their true character is,” (Jung ). When trying to get into people' minds, one does well to get inside their own, and to take the step further in putting themselves in the other’s shoes. Since, ’…A Very Private Belief’ looked at Christians, it is worth mentioning that Jung also referenced the bible, ‘Love they neighbor as thyself.’ (Matthew 22:39 NT): These concepts taken into account might assist researchers in extracting, truly understanding, and articulating the things they set out to study. While, as mentioned above, reflexivity was not as far along in 1999, publications like Geertz, C.'s (1976) Understanding had been done. Furthermore, to the literature, Blain sites works that stretch back to 1987 and include varied approaches. Walter & Waterhouse and Blain cite sources steeped in formal research on the topic but not too much on approaches to learning what they sought out to learn. That seems to have been taken for granted. To paraphrase Jung, to truly know the other we must first know ourselves and this will inform the way we see and choose to interact with the other.

Sometimes, in a state of empathy, humans, reflect the other exactly. Sometimes the opposite. Sometimes, as in Blain’s study, we see that they can simultaneously reflect the other while also being opposites. As a practical example of this, if one's left hand and one’s right face one another; simultaneously they are opposites and simultaneously the same. Regardless of the results of an empathic approach; insider, informed outsider, immersive insider; each implies a higher valuing, and provides a greater understanding, of the other. 

Conclusion

Without empathy, reflexivity, progressive study design and approach, along with the originating mindset and clarified communication, one runs the risks of missing out on the information one seeks. in not connecting with things that might require a connection; self as well as other, W & W missed opportunities to go deeper into the truths of their participants. Blain's piece is a departure from more traditional approaches that was suited to the very topic she studied and articulation of it to its audience. Not just any person might to be trusted with such leaps into more original expressions on conducting research. That said, what are researchers interested in? Do they inspect themselves as they do others? Do they assume the other has their similar expression and dimensions? Do they truly consider what might be required of their own depths to bring things out of the depths of others? Any other approach exposes itself to being viewed as "othering" and reductive. Spirituality and research into said are equally complex. A number of those complexities, if not exactly similar, reflect the other. Jung's statement about reflections can be taken as a warning against both overly involving and overly distancing oneself.
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