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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources

Introduction

This essay critically compares and contrasts Gillian Bennett’s paper ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake’ published in the book Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural in 1995[footnoteRef:1] with Jenny Blain’s paper ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seiðr, Academia and Rationality’ published in DISKUS: The Journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions in 2000.[footnoteRef:2] I will consider the authors’ literature review, methodologies employed, and their position on insider-outsider spectrum. Biographical research on these authors revealed that both have contributed significantly to their fields. They are also contemporaries, born only ten years apart. Bennett, born in 1939, was a folklorist granted the Linda Dégh Lifetime Achievement Award for Legend Scholarship in 2015 in recognition of her research; Bill Ellis, who nominated her for the award, describes her books as ‘genuinely challenging works that were courageous to publish in their times, as they directly challenged many settled academic stereotypes.’[footnoteRef:3] Blain was born in 1949; now retired, she served as senior lecturer and route leader for the MA in Social Research Methods at Sheffield Hallam University, and her continuing work as an anthropologist focuses on identity and meaning in contemporary paganisms,[footnoteRef:4] and is the author of several books. Blain describes herself as ‘a practitioner within the communities I study…neither an “objective” ethnographer, nor a representative member.’[footnoteRef:5] They had very different approaches to their work. [1:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group,’ in Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. by Barbara Walker (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press) pp. 122-142.]  [2:  Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seiðr, Academia and Rationality’ in DISKUS: The Journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions Volume 6 (2000). Not paginated; I will note paragraph numbers. <https://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/diskus1-6/blain.txt> [accessed 27 February 2024].]  [3:  Contemporarylegend.org, The Linda Dégh Lifetime Achievement Award (2015), <https://contemporarylegend.org/prizes-and-awards/linda-degh-lifetime-achievement-award/> [accessed 28 February 2024].]  [4:  Jenny Blain, Nine Worlds of Seið-Magic: Ecstasy and Neo-Shamanism in North European Paganism. (2002), p. i.]  [5:  Blain, Nine Worlds of Seið-Magic: Ecstasy and Neo-Shamanism in North European Paganism, p. i.] 



Literature Review

According to Bell and Waters, a critical academic literature review serves to focus an area of interest into a relevant research question by considering the field of work that has already been done on the subject.[footnoteRef:6] Creswell explains that this places the study within the context of ongoing work in the field, with the aim of contributing something to the academic knowledge of the topic and ideally, ‘filling the gaps.’[footnoteRef:7] While Bennett’s study had references and contributed to academic knowledge, it was not question-driven and didn’t relate her work back to any that had been previously done, possibly because none existed at the time. Blain’s literature review fit Bell and Waters’ definition more precisely, although her paper was not on a particular study but rather a discussion of methodological issues specifically relating to her anthropological work. [6:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-time Researchers (London: McGraw Hill Education, 2018) p. 124–125.]  [7:  John W. Creswell and J.D. Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches, 6th edn. (Thousand Oaks: SAGE, 2023), p. 28.] 


Bennett’s academic references, other than her own previous work and those sources she uses for the historical background of British traditions, are limited to a couple of studies that she used the quantitative data from regarding the belief in astrology, fortune-telling, and ESP.[footnoteRef:8] Bennett’s purpose seems to have been to collect the stories of a group of women in a specific time, place, and locale, and position them in the lineage of British folkloric tradition; the lengthy introduction on the history of British traditions of foreknowledge supports this, as does her concluding statement that she hopes to have shown what a ‘wealth of folklore there is to be explored in even the most prosaic of everyday surroundings.’[footnoteRef:9] Her original intention seems to have been to illustrate the ubiquitous nature of folklore, rather than exploring a particular question. However, the book Bennett’s paper is published in is a collection of essays examining the idea that supernatural experiences are a part of everyday life, even in cultures that privilege scientific knowledge, to such an extent that the labels ‘strange’ or ‘extraordinary’ don’t apply,[footnoteRef:10] so Bennett’s study fits within the scope of the book. It is unclear whether her research was undertaken for the book, but it does support the premise. Bennett’s paper ends with a research question, rather than beginning with one. In her conclusion she asks, ‘how far are the beliefs I have described as part of the folklore of a neighbourhood group of elderly women common to other social groups?’ and states that her work ‘permits only an impressionistic discussion of this question, but some trends are nevertheless discernible and would be worth following up.’[footnoteRef:11] She also uses language that undermines her insights such as ‘not too much should be made of such an impressionistic analysis,’[footnoteRef:12] which rather than serving to sum up her findings and conclude her paper, lead to confusion about what was actually discovered and doubts as to whether it was useful to have conducted the study in the first place. [8:  Bennett, p. 124–125.]  [9:  Bennett, p. 141.]  [10:  Barbara Walker, ‘Introduction,’ in Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. by Barbara Walker (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press) pp. 1–8 (p. 1).]  [11:  Bennett, p. 140.]  [12:  Bennett, p. 141.] 


In contrast, Blain’s paper is a brief description of her experience with seiðrworkers and as one herself, which frame her defence of the controversial methods she used; it does not focus on one study but rather her work in general. Blain’s paper is driven by questions and is supported by an extensive literature review that firmly situates her work within the larger field of inquiry surrounding modern shamanic practices and ethnography and illuminates many of the issues researchers face. She references 12 sources in a relatively short paper in addition to her own previous works. This is critical to support her own position on some of the methodological issues of insider research, such as what constitutes ‘appropriate’ behaviour, and what she calls ‘the benefits of “going native.”’[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically,’ from the abstract.] 



Methodology

Bennett begins by defining two distinct types of foreknowledge that can be described as divinatory and visionary within the history of British traditions.[footnoteRef:14] She described that the divinatory type is ‘now chiefly represented by astrology, fortune-telling, or visits to psychics or mediums’[footnoteRef:15] and says the second ‘finds its principal expression nowadays in the concept of extrasensory perception (ESP).’[footnoteRef:16] Bennett placed the women in her study within this tradition, taking care to differentiate between these two types of foreknowledge. She used a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods in her study. Her qualitative method consisted of interviews of 87 women.[footnoteRef:17] Her quantitative method involved collecting demographic information; age, marital status, and ‘domestic circumstances,’ specifically whether the women were living alone or with family or friends.[footnoteRef:18] [14:  Bennett, p. 124.]  [15:  Bennett, p. 124.]  [16:  Bennett, p. 125.]  [17:  Bennett, p. 128.]  [18:  Bennett, p. 128.] 


In discussing how she went about conducting her research, Bennett explains that since the subject matter could be considered ‘delicate’ or ‘controversial,’ she sought a venue ‘conducive to personal conversation, and an intermediary’ to introduce her to potential informants and ‘put them at their ease,’[footnoteRef:19] indicating a sensitivity to the ethical considerations of conducting this type of research. However, some of the main ethical issues noted by Hennick, Hutter, and Bailey are in evidence, namely the way the participants were recruited, anonymity, and confidentiality.[footnoteRef:20] Bennett ultimately asked her father for help, who was the town’s podiatrist, and in addition to gathering demographic information from him, also conducted her interviews while the patients were being treated.[footnoteRef:21] Because he acted as a recruiter, doctor-patient confidentiality could be seen as being violated, although I don’t know if this was considered an issue at the time of the study. Because the doctor also attended the same church as the women, anonymity is compromised. It is also unclear whether the doctor was in the room during the interviews, which would create even more of an issue; did the women feel the need to perform well in front of an influential male member of their community? Even if the doctor gave Bennett and her interviewees privacy, the power differential between the interviewees and the doctor could have felt coercive—the women may have felt they had to agree to being interviewed. Bennett also noted the perceived shamefulness of some of the subject matter, presumably related to Christian values,[footnoteRef:22] and there is a real possibility that the participants did not honestly share their views or experiences, especially given that the doctor attended the same church. This renders the validity of the study questionable if it is meant to document extraordinary experiences.  [19:  Bennett, p. 126.]  [20:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn. (London: SAGE, 2020), ch. 5.]  [21:  Bennett, p. 127.]  [22:  Bennett, p. 128.] 


Blain’s paper reflects on the ethnographic and autoethnographic experiential research she used in studying the shamanistic practice of seiðworkers, rather than relaying the findings of a specific study as Bennett did. Blain uses her research to argue for a re-evaluation of the way in which extraordinary experiences are studied and considered by academics; a core pronouncement is ‘I cannot create ethnography by appropriating local knowledges.’[footnoteRef:23] This is really at the heart of her methodology, revealing a deep ethical consideration. It is the basis for her argument for ‘going native,’ and becoming a seiðworker herself. Blain also addresses a core issue facing researchers when working with extraordinary experiences, and that is approaching a subject that is inherently irrational with academic rationality. She openly detailed her own reflexive process, noting embarrassment when presenting her work to those who only accept ‘rationality’ and ‘feelings of doubt about the ability to publish without sacrificing a career.’[footnoteRef:24] These are critical self-reflections that had a huge impact on her research, in that she had to choose between a traditional, safer methodological approach and one that would potentially be rejected by her academic community but seemed to her to be the better option for investigating her fundamental research questions. Blain contends that ethnographic research involving an anthropologist going somewhere else and coming back with ‘pure description, informants’ stories, and “objective” observation’ is not possible because the ethnographer’s knowledge is ‘always partial, and observations always situated.’[footnoteRef:25] In combing this type of research with actual participation, Blain contends a more complete, respectful, and ethical understanding is created.[footnoteRef:26]
 [23:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically,’ paragraph 30.]  [24:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically,’ paragraph 30.]  [25:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically,’ paragraph 30.]  [26:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically,’ paragraph 30.] 


The Insider-Outsider Spectrum

Bennett spent five months collecting interviews at her father’s practice,[footnoteRef:27] but it is unclear whether this is her community, and possibly where she grew up; in which case were some of these women people she knew since childhood? Had she passed them at church or in a market? Did she know their families? Bennett gives the impression that they are unknown to her, but the familial connection with the town’s doctor sheds some doubt. In any case, Bennett falls in the etic end of the spectrum, which is described by Hennick, Hutter, and Bailey as the outsider’s point of view, opinions, and beliefs.[footnoteRef:28] This view is evidenced by referring to psychic powers as a ‘notion’ that women ‘permit’ themselves to ‘achieve a personal glory….without giving up their claim to feminine modesty;’ and describing psychic gifts as a ‘concept’ that ‘allows women to act out-of-role while still in-role.’[footnoteRef:29] This creates a distance between Bennett and her interviewees; given the fear of judgement because of the perceived ‘shame’ surrounding the subject matter mentioned previously, the etic choice has implications for the validity of the data. Could the women openly express their views and experiences and tell their stories truthfully if they felt judged, or that if the truth of their stories was doubted? How much editing happened? How would the stories have changed if told to someone who had a similar experience, and who believed them? [27:  Bennett, p. 127.]  [28:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 18.]  [29:  Bennett, p. 130.] 

	
Blain, on the other hand, employs an etic or insider’s perspective, illustrating the concept of Verstehen, or how people understand their own experiences; Hennick, Hutter, and Bailey describe this method as useful when you want to discover the subjective meaning that people give to their experiences.[footnoteRef:30] Blain demonstrates this by describing the experiences of a seiðworkers using their own words, but takes it a step further and also uses her own seið experience, contending that the issue with accepting the emic description of another is that ‘it posits the researcher as having access to a “truth” outside, and at odds with that of her participants,’ which she calls ‘patronizing.’[footnoteRef:31] [30:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 18.]  [31:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically,’ paragraph 27.] 


This brings up the issue of ‘belief,’ which Blain argues that it is ‘not a good description for the relation of shamanists and other beings that share the worlds of their lives,’ and crucially, ‘in interpreting “extraordinary experience” I am required to take seriously not merely the human participants’ belief, but the “spirits” themselves.’[footnoteRef:32] This position is in stark contrast to Bennett’s, which is revealed in the statement that the women ‘try by all means to make the story both real and convincing.’[footnoteRef:33] This reminds the reader that as an objective academic, Bennett is not herself a believer, and thus her assessment can be trusted as truth. When Bennett discussed the ‘patterns of belief’ she discovered in her summation, she hypothesizes that the women’s experiences of ESP allow them to recoup a certain amount of power that they have been denied society, because they are women.’[footnoteRef:34] This undermines the women’s experience by insinuating that they are the result of sociocultural ‘causes,’ rather than being a lived experience in all its complexity filtered through their culture; as if empowered women would have no need for extraordinary experience. [32:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically,’ paragraph 28.]  [33:  Bennett, p. 132.]  [34:  Bennett, p 133.] 



Conclusion

By comparing Bennett’s and Blain’s papers, as I contemplate my own impending research project, it became clear to me that an extensive literature review and profound contemplation of ethics and methodology is not only invaluable during the design process, but it also serves the reader in being able to evaluate the author’s contribution to the field. Bennett’s paper served to document the stories of a group of elderly women of a particular time and place, but there are several issues with her approach. Namely, the lack of a literature review; the lack of a clear research question at the start; the introduction of unanswered questions in her conclusion; and speculation rather than supported claims as to the implications of her research. Blain’s paper references a much larger study that eventually led to the writing of Nine Worlds of Seið-Magic: Ecstasy and Neo-Shamanism in North European Paganism, so a one-to-one comparison would be unfair, but her paper does serve as an example of how a literature review serves to situate a researcher in the field, revealing the places where more work needs to be done in order to advance academic understanding. Methodological considerations between the two authors are starkly contrasted, with Bennett’s work ethically problematic and questionable in terms of validity; Blain considers these issues deeply and honestly and advocates for continual reflexive inquiry, given the nature of her work with people’s extraordinary experiences.
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