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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Word count: 2,664
This essay critically compares and contrasts two research papers: ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’, by Gillian Bennett,
 and ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, by Jenny Blain.
 The essay will first introduce the authors, followed by a comparison of methodology of their qualitative research and reflexivity towards their study groups. The two papers together demonstrate a complex picture of how the outsider/insider stance is engaged by the interviewer. Blain presents this theme overtly as her subject, while Bennett positions herself in a role within the culture, though not addressing the issue of reflexivity. The writers can be compared as each weaves together aspects of both an insider and outsider stance, but there are stark contrasts in their methodology, intention, and stylistic voice as a academic researchers.

Biographical portraits    
Gillian Bennett PhD (1939–2023), was the editor of the journal Folklore from 1994 to 2002, and an honorary research associate at the Centre for English Cultural Tradition and Language at the University of Sheffield in the UK. As a folk narrative scholar, she studied contemporary legends, supernatural beliefs, ghost narratives, the history of folklore scholarship and women folklorists. Among numerous publications, her book, Traditions of Belief: Women and the Supernatural (1987), examines contemporary beliefs in premonitions, dreams, ESP, and other psychic phenomena. She lectured in both Europe and the United States.

    Jenny Blain (1949–) was born in Totley South Yorkshire and currently lives in Dundee Scotland. Now retired, she led the Master of Research programme in Social Research at Sheffield Hallam University for 13 years, where she lectured on sacred sites, new spiritualities, and family histories in Lowland Scotland. Her first academic book, The Nine Worlds of Seid Magic: Ecstasy and Neo-Shamanism in Northern European Paganism examines the phenomenon of altered consciousness, seidr magic and shamanic practitioners. Her book, Sacred Sites, Contested Rites/Rights: Pagan Engagements with Archaeological Monuments was published by Sussex Academic Press in 2007. She 
currently continues to write articles and research Scottish histories, which tie in with her personal interests in spirituality, particularly heathenry and paganism.

Intention and context 

Blain presents her project as “rooted in experiential research among shamanistic ‘seidr’ practitioners,” and her subject encompasses the discourse between wider communities, all of which construct respective identities, meanings, forms of engagement and codes of behaviour.
 The Seidr itself is placed within a discourse of history, having originated in Iceland 1000 years and reconstructed in a postmodern context with its own inherent cultural discourses and debates. She is interested in the ‘situatedness of narrative and narrator,’ and uses this as a kind of nesting context or metaphor, in which she places herself in both the ‘otherworld’ of Seidr experiences, and the ‘everyday’ world of author as academic. The problem is at the core of her intention of her essay: reconciling the ‘irrational’ reality of the shamanistic world—on its own terms—with the ‘rational’ reality of the academic world. For her, “theorizing within each, informs the other in what she terms ‘intuitive / experiential anthropology’.

    Bennet sets up a clear focus and parameters in her article, in which she intends to find the natural existence of folklore in “the prosaic of everyday surroundings.” 
 Alluding to several failed attempts, she finds her research group in the immediate environment of the culture in which she was born. While her interview method is more conventional than that of Blain’s, she allows for a natural shaping of her project out of the results of her interviews. From her initial group of 120 people, her physician father’s patients, who range in age from sixteen to ninety-five and include men with a majority of women, she determines the primary focus group to be eighty-seven women from ages sixty to ninety-five. 
    She brings the reader into her subject of the common place presence of various forms of divination with a 1705 quote from the British antiquarian, John Beaumont. In paraphrase, he states that no element in a culture can be argued away if agreed upon by the common human lived experience.
 In an introductory sketch of 16th and 17th British history, she differentiates two main strands of divination: inner experiences such as visions, premonitions, telepathy and omens versus external systems such as astrology and fortune telling. She then validates the continued belief and presence of these two strands in more current periods of British society through statistical studies and utilizes them as a structure for her own project.
Blain’s methodology 
Rather than constructing the conventional style of interview format, Blain’s methodology is a selection of accounts which depict different levels of communicating this shamanic descent to a listener from the everyday world. Three narratives of three practitioners each represent facets of the dialogue between the everyday world and the reality of the shamanic journey. Through their narratives she presents different levels of communication which express different levels of consciousness, embodiment and linking through language. This method leads her to her own subjective experience and personal voice, placing herself within her own story. She interprets the third account, writing,

The first part of this is a meta-description: …told with attention to different levels of observation. Then there’s an account of a specific journey, a turning 

point…an impressionistic account, designed to draw the reader or listener into the speaker’s awareness, to create understanding through ‘suspension of belief’ and use of words. I should know this: It’s my own experience part of an account I gave at a recent conference.

She reflects on an earlier method, asking, “Why did I use other people’s words to convey knowledge, impressions, that were my own?”
 Her embeddedness within the rational world of academia, enables her to see and hear through that lens, as well as through the world of the seidr. She has ‘situated’ herself in both worlds which has allowed her to speak in a more personal voice. Like resuming consciousness after the descent of the seidr, she then resumes her more academic thinking around the problem, of her critique(s) of ethnography. The folklorist, David Hufford, looks at this problem, writing,

Because the personal religious beliefs of scholars are diverse, scholars of religion must recognize that they have at least two sets of rules for discourse and problem solving: rules manifested in their personal voices and their scholarly voices.

    It is at this point that my distinction between the personal voice and the scholarly voice becomes crucial. The scholarly community is not monolithic, and the personal beliefs of scholars variously conflict or harmonize with beliefs being studied and even with the alleged academic consensus.
 

Blain’s personal voice is intertwined with her scholarly voice, but not fused. It is as if she wants to break down the old rules, while still acknowledging the autonomy of the worlds and voices. 
    She reflects on the concept of ‘belief’, writing how the “ethnographer…standing outside, [sees] how belief functions within the community,” and finds this inadequate.
 For Blain, this ethnographer’s ‘understanding of belief’ not only posits a truth outside of the belief, it reifies the emic perspective, making it static and fixed. Blain honors the effects on the seidr community—or the phenomena—of the dialogues between human and spirits over ‘belief’, writing, “I am required to take seriously not merely the human participants’ belief, but the ‘spirits’ themselves.”
 Nicholas Campion, privileging the phenomenological perspective, speaks directly to Blain’s intention. He writes, “Husserl argued that the task of the phenomenologist was not to judge the phenomena under investigation but rather the ‘‘description’ of…the realm of essential structures of transcendental subjectivity immediately transparent to the mind’.”

   Blain’s immersion in a group whose reality she wants to communicate to the academic world is not an exception to ethnographic research. But her project is not an alliance between different cultures but between levels of consciousness—and cosmologies—in the same modern, western culture. 
Bennett’s methodology   
The qualities of the narratives that Gillian Bennett elicits from her participants are, as for Blain, her primary ‘data’. She does not reveal her interview questions in the article but rather focusses on describing the way her subjects speak to her about the different forms of divinatory experiences. She is sensitive to language and vernacular and draws her most important theoretical conclusions from her impressions of tone and inuendo of the women. She writes,

There is also the otherwise curious lack of descriptive detail about what the experience of having a premonition actually entails, The emphasis of the story is almost invariably upon the circumstance of the experience, not on its nature. Underlying this strange—to the researcher—neglect is surely the speaker’s assumption that the nature of the experience is too familiar to need spelling out. The gaps in the stories indicate the narrator’s reliance on shared knowledge: in other words, on common folklore.

Bennett presents her research as a combination of interviews, conversations and stories and creates the impression that her interview style is informal and open to the way her subjects naturally speak about the subject of their extraordinary experiences. She looks at the nature of their narratives rather than a recording of facts. 

    Bennett draws her own conclusions about the differences between the inner, private experiences of telepathy or ESP, premonition, and omens in the stories of the women and 
their outer consultations with astrologers and fortune-tellers. Although her statistical numbers show that those who consulted astrologers or fortune-tellers outnumbered those describing experiences of premonitions, omens, fortune-telling and telepathy, the inner experiences carry the personal and social meaning for the women. 

    The ‘involuntary’ psychic experiences, according to her detailed observations of their stories, are in accord with what she sees as the traditional roles of wives and mothers that they play. Their experiences of ESP are told in an impersonal tone, coming to them ‘unbidden’, which accords with lack of control or intention. Bennett concludes that, to them, visits to the fortune-teller or astrologer are for one’s own fate while the involuntary ESP experiences are directed towards concern for an other’s fate.
 She interprets their traditional roles as characterized by lack of determination in their own lives; that power belongs in the male domain. Access to the supernatural therefore serves to empower without threatening their cultural position. She writes, “Being capable of having such experiences—being, ‘a little bit psychic’, in the women’s terminology—confers authority on its possessor, but not improper power.”
 Her conclusion is a phenomenological account on the functional use and meaning for this specific group of women, rather than speculating on the larger sociological evolution of women and psychic powers. 
Reflexivity and voice
In Blain’s article, there are layers of both reflexivity and reflection. Haynes quotes Cunliffe to draw the distinction between reflective and reflexive analysis, writing,
‘a reflective analysis draws on traditional assumptions about the nature of reality that we can analyse using logic and theory, whereas reflexivity draws on social constructionist assumptions to highlight subjective, multiple constructed realities’.

As author, she makes reflexivity her subject and reflects on her subjectivity in her ‘everyday voice’; in this voice — initially academic and later more personal — she reflects on her position rather than her inner experience. Her academic voice evolves with each account of the seidr, until it is her own voice giving the account of the journey. Having defined her version of ‘intuitive / experiential anthropology’, she places herself neither inside nor outside, but in-between worlds. Blain writes,
Critical awareness and reflexivity are constructed in the intersections of the worlds, in the journeys: in the experience of ecstasy, and my attempts to communicate it in prose or poetry; in the embarrassment I feel when dealing with those who would accept only ‘rationality’; and in all the feelings of doubt about the ability to publish without sacrificing a career.

She embodies reflexivity, not by ‘going native’, or by an emic understanding, but by suffering the boundaries in human consciousness which are endemic to diversity, a different difficulty within one culture in the present than between different cultures and/or historical periods. Besides her intellectual awareness, she opens herself to “how ‘the spirits’ see these links” between worlds.
 Bowie writes,

As Favret-Saada so eloquently put it, the possibility of ethnography emerges from the experience of loss of oneself as an outside observer. It is a risky business, but if we are to continue our role as professional blurrers of boundaries and translators of other worlds we need to be true to our own experience—have the courage to be affected by it and then emerge on the other side.

    Bennett, in contrast, positions herself as an interviewer and outsider, though she comes from the same culture. As a folklorist, she wants to discover the common lore in an arbitrarily gathered group of individuals who do not convene around a belief or practice, as in Blain’s project. Bennett does not reflect upon her position as the daughter of the physician to her study subjects, seeing it function to construct a comfortable and informal setting for her interviews. Nor does she record any attitudes they have to her creation of the study or how she interviewed them. She leaves unexamined whether they see her in as an authority figure, alongside her father, and therefore an outsider. Or is her affiliation with their physician as his daughter, a familiar structure of their culture, making her an insider? Hufford sees this differential in power as necessarily political, writing,  
The result is an asymmetrical political relationship between scholars and those they study, a relationship that is typical of experts in modern society. This relationship is exemplified by that of physicians and their patients. Any asymmetrical relationship requires reflexive analysis.
 

To Bennett, their attitude towards her indicates that they see her as a member of their group. Citing another case of cultural insider/outsider dynamics between the anthropologist and ‘native’ group, Fiona Bowie writes, “As Jeane Favret-Saada 

discovered, Normandy peasants would only disclose an experience of witchcraft when confident that their interlocutor was not going to ridicule or dismiss them.”
 

But Bennett expresses no kindred feeling towards her subjects, and there is a subtle ‘othering’ in her surprise that their ‘neologisms’ and reliance on an assumption of shared understanding. She hears this as a characteristic of “common folklore,”
 which is her thesis — that folklore is defined by its natural function in any culture. 
    Neither Bennett nor Blain includes impressions about what their subject groups think or feel towards the written outcome of their studies, which in Blain’s case is the ongoing subject of her academic work. Even though Blain is an insider and participant in her group, she studies herself as a subject of the group. In this sense, both writers are recording a cultural phenomenon. 
Conclusion
The ‘para-normal’, non-rational human aptitude as a human reality is a common theme for Jenny Blain and Gillian Bennett. For Blain’s ‘subjects’ with whom she groups herself as an insider, the reality of the spirits conjured in the seidr and the relationships between 
these spirits and the human participants should not be filtered through another lens and categorized. For Bennett’s subjects, she is a cultural insider; but in her academic role, standing alongside her physician father, she shares both insider and outsider privileges. She utilizes her skills as a folklorist to listen to the nuances of the stories and to identify the functional role of the superordinary among the women which grants them a tenable power in their ordinary lives. 
    Blain presents herself as an insider, though like an academic, uses her subjects’ narratives to illustrate her thesis, which is both personal and academic. She situates herself in between worlds. She is interested in two things: first, the cosmology which is created by the modern oracular seidr and functions in a network of relationships and second, to create her own in-between discourse, an alliance with both worlds. Met in different worlds, through different types of field work, both anthropologists find the power of inner spirits encountered on another plane of experience than the ‘ordinary’ is a phenomenological reality. 
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