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A comparison of the methodologies in two research papers 
Word Count:  1012

Introduction
The aim of this essay is to compare and contrast the methodologies used in Jenny Blain’s paper ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’ and Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s paper ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’.[footnoteRef:1]  This essay will note if the research was captured from an emic or etic perspective, meaning from an insider or outsider viewpoint.  In addition, consideration will be given to how the researchers positioned themselves within a larger academic landscape.   [1:  Jenny Blain,‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’. In DISKUS, Volume 6 (2000).  Tony Walter & Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary 
England’, Sociology of Religion, Volume 60, No. 2 (Summer 1999), pp.187-197.] 


Methodology
Each of these researchers employed methodology that aligned with their chosen topics of research.  Blain, a writer, poet, genealogist, and independent researcher discussed seidr, a shamanistic practice in Iceland in her paper ‘Speaking Shamanistically’.  Walter and Waterhouse wrote a paper together that investigated the topic of reincarnation in England in their paper ‘A Very Private Belief’.  Walter has a background in sociology and Waterhouse has a background in religious studies.  Blain’s research was based on in person, online interviews, and a total cultural immersion as she attended the practices of seidr.  She stated that prior to ‘going native’ she relied on interview accounts to give similar information.  When she published ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ she exposed herself as an academic who went outside the system.  In this choice she noted the challenge that her potential belief in ‘the spirits’ could discredit her academic authority to complete ‘impartial’ or ‘unbiased’ ethnography.[footnoteRef:2]  Blain stressed that critical awareness comes when a researcher stands at the intersection of two very different worlds, the academic and the Otherworld.[footnoteRef:3]  Her methodology was wise given the topic of seidr, as it opened an authentic space to relate to these practices that seem impossible if one is solely etic.  Waterhouse conducted 30 taped interviews with adults in their own homes.  This setting fit the subject matter of the privatization of belief, as the environment created an intimacy for the interviewees to be candid in the questioning process.  These people varied in age from the forties to the eighties and worked a range of professions.  In addition to the in-home interviews, Waterhouse held three group interviews of school aged children from eleven to eighteen in public spaces in Southwest England.  Walter and Waterhouse specifically excluded Hindus, Sikhs and Buddhists from their interviews, as these religions have a belief of reincarnation built in to their traditions.  They also intentionally excluded those who could be classified as a part of the New Age movement because it is often assumed these people inherently believe in reincarnation.[footnoteRef:4]  Walter and Waterhouse did not use the closed form of questions, as they found that afterlife beliefs are difficult to capture in simple yes no responses, noting that their respondents are those who seriously entertain the idea of reincarnation, versus those who intrinsically believe.[footnoteRef:5]  One can imagine there was a rich discussion in the interviews where Waterhouse offered open ended queries like, ‘Do you find the idea of reincarnation to be attractive?’[footnoteRef:6] [2:  Blain, p. 7. ]  [3:  Blain, p. 9.]  [4:  Walter and Waterhouse, p. 189.]  [5:  Walter and Waterhouse, p. 192.]  [6:  Walter and Waterhouse, pp. 191-192.] 


Insider/Outsider
Walter and Waterhouse wrote their research as outsiders looking to document how those who entertain the idea of reincarnation actually think and speak.[footnoteRef:7]  Meanwhile, the methodology used by Blain involved a combination of insider and outsider perspectives which was the foundation of her research project.  The way she presented the structure and style of her project was deeply effective as it allowed the reader to slip in and out of varying states of consciousness, much like one would in a shamanic journey, moving from narrations of the practitioner’s account of the otherworld, to an academic debate.  She wrote how she danced to honour animal spirits, the nine worlds of the tree Yggdrasill, while at the same time she questioned if her academic method was acceptable.[footnoteRef:8]  However, Blain stressed that ‘going native’, a total cultural immersion was not enough.  Through her inquiry, Blain brought a wide level of critical awareness, allowing her project to be delivered with sincere trustworthiness, as she literally put her academic reputation on the line through the publication of her research. [7:  Walter and Waterhouse, p. 195.]  [8:  Blain, p. 2.] 


Academic Landscape
In each paper Blain, Walter and Waterhouse effectively connected their field work data to relevant literature within a larger academic landscape.  Blain debated a move towards intuitive and experiential anthropology, expressing how the choice to shift from otherworld to academia informed the other.[footnoteRef:9]  She emphasized that, ‘critical awareness and reflexivity are constructed in the intersections of the worlds’.[footnoteRef:10]  Blain addressed that it is assumed in academia that if one believes in spirits, their academic credentials are therefore invalidated.  In this discussion, she connected postmodernism, feminism and George Marcus’ ‘multi-sited’ ethnography, while she threaded seidr to the urban shaman movement.[footnoteRef:11]  Blain noted the challenge of describing seidr to an audience of academics when she specified the tendency is to treat this practice as ‘an exotic curiosity, to probe for ethnographic detail’ and that studying this practice requires an intensive level of understanding.[footnoteRef:12]  Walter and Waterhouse opened their essay with survey data that defined statistics in regards to the belief in reincarnation.[footnoteRef:13]  They sourced their work to other case histories in popular books concerning reincarnation and past-life regression.[footnoteRef:14] They also defined four major concepts of self, noting that the population they researched fell into a modern person, meaning one who was reflexive and individualistic.[footnoteRef:15] [9:  Blain, p. 1.]  [10:  Blain, p. 9.]  [11:  Blain, p. 2.]  [12:  Blain, p. 2. ]  [13:  Walter and Waterhouse, p. 188.]  [14:  Walter and Waterhouse, p. 193.]  [15:  Walter and Waterhouse, p. 195.  ] 


Conclusion
This essay considered the methodologies, the emic and etic perspectives, and the academic positioning of two papers ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ and ‘A Very Private Belief’.  In each paper a consistent thread ran through that linked the way the researchers captured their field work data to their findings.  Both papers were written with honesty and clarity that allowed the reader to have confidence in the results.  Although each researcher came with a thorough reflexive style, Walter and Waterhouse presented their research as outsiders, while Blain came to her research as both insider and outsider.  In order to merge a divide, Blain boldly noted that an academic stance is not a real way to perceive, giving relevance to the process of being an insider.  However, the strength in her findings was her ability to elegantly navigate the emic and etic terrains, while staying rooted to academia, continually coming home to this foundation.
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