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Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers: Tony Walter & Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary  England’, from the journal Sociology of Religion, Volume 60 (1999), and Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, from the journal DISKUS, Volume 6 (2000).[footnoteRef:7728] Helen Waterhouse was a lecturer in Religious Studies at The Open University. Tony Walter is a retired professor of sociology who previously ran Death Studies programs at both the University of Bath and University of Reading. He has published several books concerning death, religion, and society. Jenny Blain is also retired, but was a senior lecturer of Sociology at Sheffield Hallam University from 2000-2013. She is a practicing Heathen and has authored books on pagan and heathen subjects. [7728:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, Vol. 60 (1999), 187-197; Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia And Rationality’, DISKUS Volume 6 (2000).] 

In their co-authored paper, published in 1999, Walter and Waterhouse investigated reincarnation beliefs in contemporary England. Their paper was published in the academic journal Sociology of Religion, so their audience would have been fellow academics in the fields of sociology and religious studies. Blain’s paper, published in 2000, detailed the practice of a shamanistic ritual called ‘seidr’ in Europe and North America. On a broader level, her paper examined the insider-outsider dynamic at play when the researcher is also a participant in the group being studied. Blain’s paper was published in DISKUS, an academic journal in the field of religious studies, therefore her paper had a similar audience to Walter and Waterhouse’s. Both papers explored non-traditional beliefs in English-speaking western countries, but they took different approaches to their research. 
Methodology
Walter and Waterhouse employed survey data and what they describe as ‘intensive interviews’ to conduct their research.[footnoteRef:19643] Their paper explains that Waterhouse conducted thirty interviews at the homes of adults who had expressed an interest in being interviewed on what reincarnation means to them, as well as three group interviews with twenty-one children of various ages. They recruited participants ‘from a number of sources’ including their personal contacts, putting out a call on a local radio station, and a ‘certain amount of snowballing as one interviewee led to another’. They did not expand on the definition of snowballing, however, or explain how one interviewee led to the next. They could have explained in that section that snowballing means that one interviewee specifically referred them to another by giving the researchers the contact information for a person they thought would be a good fit for the study. As authors Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey explained in Qualitative Research Methods:  [19643:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, p. 187.] 


Snowball sampling involves asking a current study participant or a key informant 	whether they know anyone else who meets the study criteria, and asking them to 	refer this person to the research team.[footnoteRef:27858] [27858:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (SAGE Publications, 2020), p. 104. ] 

This definition would have been helpful for Walter and Waterhouse to include in their research write-up. Though they were writing for an academic audience, not everyone reading the paper may be familiar with the term. Regardless of this omission, they did provide enough detail to give their audience a thorough understanding of their approach.
Jenny Blain, on the other hand, did not go into great detail about her methodology; her paper does not describe how many people she interviewed, her interviewees’ backgrounds, or the setting(s) in which she conducted the interviews. Because she included narratives from participants in the group and her own experiences, however, it is clear that she employed phenomenology as a research method. As philosopher Dermot Moran wrote, ‘Phenomenology may be characterised initially in a broad sense as the unprejudiced, descriptive study of whatever appears to consciousness, precisely in the manner in which it so appears’.[footnoteRef:19020] This was a valid approach for the purposes of her paper, because her aim was not to present any numberical data—she was simply sharing these experiences as they were shared with her. [19020:  Tim Mooney and Dermot Moran, The Phenomenology Reader (Routledge, 2002), p. 1.] 

Blain presented these narratives with minimal commentary on their contents. She also described her own experiences as part of the group practicing seidr. In her abstract, she wrote that this paper was ‘rooted in experiential research’ and that it ‘reflects not only on what “insiders” do, but also on academia and its practices and discourses’.[footnoteRef:12399] With these statements, she introduced the audience to her approach in this paper—she presented her research, then went beyond it to explore its greater context within academia. She described the general reception from academics to research that applied a phenomenological approach, described by Moran as ‘the practice of taking a fresh unprejudiced look—i.e. untainted by scientific, metaphysical, religious or cultural presuppositions or attitudes’.[footnoteRef:9252] This stands in stark contrast to the approach of Walter and Waterhouse whose commentary throughout their paper shows evidence of significant bias, as explored in the analysis that follows.  [12399:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia And Rationality’, p. 1.]  [9252:  Mooney and Moran, The Phenomenology Reader, p. 1.] 

Analysis
For the most part, Walter and Waterhouse’s paper is well structured and clear with an academic tone of voice. They gave a thorough description of their methodology and approach, provided data from their own surveys, and compared them to earlier surveys from other groups, including the European Values Surveys.[footnoteRef:22582] In this way, they made it clear that they intended to build on an existing area of academic inquiry and gave context for their research. They also gave a detailed overview of their interview participants’ ages, backgrounds, and occupations.  [22582:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, p. 188.] 

Blain’s paper is also well written and easy to follow, but has a more personal, narrative tone. This is likely at least in part because her paper was developed from a talk she gave at a conference, and the format reflects that.[footnoteRef:6535] She included a personal anecdote towards the beginning, as well as several participants’ accounts throughout the rest of the paper. She did not go into great detail about her methodology or how she conducted the interviews during which she collected participants’ experiences. She also omitted how she decided which seidr practitioners to interview and whose stories she would include in this paper.  [6535:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia And Rationality’, p. 14.] 

Walter and Waterhouse did go into detail about their participant selection, but in doing so they revealed some questionable methods. They disclosed that they ‘deliberately excluded Hindus, Sikhs, and Buddhists’ because they ‘were not interested in the meanings given to reincarnation by people who believe it becuase their religion tells them to’. They also wrote that ‘for the same reason’, they ‘did not seek out obvious New Agers’, but they did not define what they meant by ‘obvious New Agers’, nor why any of the people in these excluded groups did not count as part of ‘Contemporary England’ as the title of the paper says.[footnoteRef:8207] Given they had such a specific sample, the title of the research is slightly misleading. A true representative sample of contemporary England would have incorporated people whose religions included a belief in reincarnation. They wrote, however, that their ‘intention was not to assemble a representative sample, but to discover the range of meanings given to the idea of reincarnation’.[footnoteRef:3324] Excluding people whose religious beliefs include reincarnation, however, could have limited the range of meanings they were able to discover.  [8207:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, p. 189.]  [3324:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, p. 189.] 

Walter and Waterhouse also had contrasting approaches to Blain’s when it came to the respect they showed to their participants’ personal beliefs and how they presented them in the research. From the way they are presented, it seems that Blain shared participants’ personal narratives as she heard or received them. Walter and Waterhouse shared participant responses with their own commentary that did not demonstrate neutrality towards participants’ beliefs. Their comments were sometimes condescending toward their participants and showed bias on the part of the researchers. As authors Bell and Waters explained in Doing Your Research Project:
It is very easy to fall into the bias trap, including...using inapproprate language that 	might indicate strength of feeling in one direction, and permitting value judgements 	to influence the way research findings are interpreted.[footnoteRef:17629] [17629:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First-Time Researchers (McGraw-Hill Education, UK, 2018), p. 218-219.] 

The language used by Walter and Waterhouse could influence readers’ interpretation of their research findings. In the first paragraph, they refer to reincarnation as a ‘deviant belief’ because it falls outside of Christianity and secularism, which they call ‘western society’s two major belief systems’.[footnoteRef:3184] They do not provide evidence that these are the two most common belief systems of the western world, nor do they define ‘deviant’ or expand on why a belief in reincarnation would be classified as such.  [3184:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, p. 187.] 

They go on to describe reincarnation as a belief ‘for which contemporary culture and official religion provide little legitimation’—but again, do not cite any sources or give evidence for this claim.[footnoteRef:24262] They also describe their respondents as ‘comprising not a sample of those who believe in reincarnation but a sample of those who seriously entertain the idea’. They classify them this way because many respondents began their statements with ‘I think’ rather than ‘I know’ statements, with regards to their beliefs. They then describe these participants as ‘diffident’, and in contrast to those who began their statements with ‘I believe’ and who were able to describe what they believed happened between death and the next life.[footnoteRef:18216] Walter and Waterhouse do not expand on why one would need to know the full process and logistics of reincarnation in order to believe in it.  [24262:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, p. 192.]  [18216:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, p. 192.] 

Through their language and framing, Water and Waterhouse positioned themselves as distinctly outside the group they were researching. Blain, on the other hand, was a part of the group she studied and was transparent about her participation. Her approach could be described as embodying the concept of verstehen, which Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey wrote, ‘refers to understanding the issues from the interpretive framework of the study population, or from the insider’s perspective’.[footnoteRef:12788] Blain indeed had the insider’s perspective, as she herself participated in the shamanic journeying practices she studied. This approach comes with its own risk of bias, however. As researcher Elisabeth Arweck explained, the concept of verstehen is: [12788:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 18.] 

...potentially problematic when sympathetic empathy turns into empathetic 		sympathy, in cases where the academic observer gets so close to the 			representatives of the faith s/he studies that a certain amount of detachment is lost 	or – as the saying goes – that the researcher goes native.[footnoteRef:8166] [8166:  Elisabeth Arweck and Martin D. Stringer, eds. Theorizing Faith: The Insider/Outsider Problem In The Study Of Ritual (Birmingham: University Press, 2002), p. 122.] 

Because Blaine was a part of this group—and as she discloses, she was close enough with at least one member to have attended her wedding—it would be difficult to argue that she could take a truly neutral position on their practices. In any case, she did provide enough material directly from research participants to give her audience a decent understanding of their experiences from their own point of view. Walter and Waterhouse, however, provided only one quote that was longer than two words, despite having material from thirty taped interviews to pull from.[footnoteRef:5906] This quote, explaining one woman’s reasons for believing in reincarnation, helps contextualize their arguments and strengthens the presentation of their research. It shows that their paper would have benefitted had they provided more direct quotations, which give the audience a fuller understanding of the topic and the study population’s perspectives.  [5906:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, p. 193.] 

While Walter and Waterhouse’s paper is strong in its writing style and detailed methodology, its greatest weaknesses lie in the authors’ evident biases. They made several sweeping statements without citations, such as ‘The numbers of westerners interested in reincarnation greatly exceed the numbers of westerners attached to Eastern or New Age religions’.[footnoteRef:4202] They did not define ‘interest in reincarnation’ more specifically, nor did they provide statistical information or numerical data to back up their statement. Despite taking a fairly standard academic approach in their methodology, their analysis of the data includes blatant bias. For example, they wrote ‘clearly many New Agers are interested in reincarnation’, but they only cited advertisements for past-life regression therapy in New Age magazines as proof. Advertisements are not evidence, and assumptions such as these weaken their arguments. They also intentionally excluded 'New Agers’ from their study, so they missed the opportunity to verify this claim. They also wrote that ‘on an intuitive level our respondents simply did not seem to us like New Agers’.[footnoteRef:8442] As these authors are published university professors, it is surprising to see them referencing intuition rather than providing real evidence, especially in a paper that is initially grounded in traditional research methods such as surveys and interview data.  [4202:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, p. 187.]  [8442:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, p. 191.] 

Their note about intuition highlights another contrast with Blain’s paper, where one might expect to find references to intuition because she took a phenomenological approach and wrote about her time practicing shamanic journeying. However, it is Blain who described her apprehension sharing these types of intangible experiences. She wrote of experiencing ‘feelings of doubt’ and ‘embarrassment’ in sharing her work with other academics, despite presenting her work in a straightforward way and being transparent about her involvement in the seidr group.[footnoteRef:2406] When referencing the times she had presented elements of her personal experience, Blain described having to ‘deal with the challenge’ of whether she believed in ‘the spirits’. She also implied that admitting to a belief in spirits would cause others to see her as incapable of unbiased ethnography. Blain went on to point out, ‘That non-belief also constitutes “bias” would be seen as likewise irrational by adherents of the non-belief discourse’.[footnoteRef:30232] With this statement, she emphasized the lack of tolerance for or openness to researchers as participants, or insiders as researchers, especially with respect to beliefs and practices that fall outside of the typical Western tradition. [2406:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia And Rationality’, p. 13.]  [30232:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia And Rationality’, p. 11.] 

Conclusion
These papers both examined non-traditional beliefs in Western countries. Walter and Waterhouse explored reincarnation beliefs in England, but they came to the conclusion that ‘yes-don’t know-no categories’ were overly simplistic for researching this question, or at least that unstructured interviews were not the best method to do so.[footnoteRef:6344] Their goal was to find and report straightforward data to build on an existing area of academic investigation, rather than presenting nuanced beliefs of the participants. Both papers raised interesting questions about what is permissible in academic research, and both positioned their work within a wider academic framework with references to other authors and research throughout. Blain’s paper did report research findings, but expanded to wider issues: the role of the researcher, her reluctance to share her personal experience, and the embarrassment she felt ‘when dealing with those who will accept only “rationality”’.[footnoteRef:11479] [6344:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, p. 192.]  [11479:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia And Rationality’, p. 13.] 

Blain’s phenomenological approach left room for her research to be interpreted by her audience, rather than the author interpreting it for them. It is clear, however, that her goals were different from Walter and Waterhouse’s. They were taking a straightforward, systematic approach, and hoped to provide further data similar to the surveys they referenced early on in their paper. Blain’s paper did not provide numerical data, but that was not her aim—rather, she was using her own experience to question the academic persepctive on phenomenological research and scrutinize the bias present in academia. The greatest difference between these two papers is the authors’ awareness of themselves and understanding of how they position themselves in the role of the researcher. 
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