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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources

This essay compares Jenny Blain’s article ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’ and Gillian Bennett’s book chapter ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”: Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’ in terms of their research interests and practices, their methodology and reflexivity, as well as their structural and theoretical underpinnings.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Gillian Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”: Folkore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’, in: Barbara Walker (ed.), Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural (Logan, Utah: Utah State Press, 1995), 122-142; Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, in Diskus, vol. 6, 2000 [no page numbers].] 

Blain is a recently retired sociologist and professor who specialized in teaching research methodologies.[footnoteRef:2] The theoretical leaning of her article and its focus on academia make clear that her intended audience is academic. The paper was presented in 1999 at a conference at Ohio State University entitled Going Native and subsequently published in a specialized academic journal which confirms the focus.  Bennett who died in 2023 was an influential folklorist who advocated for the recognition of contemporary legends.[footnoteRef:3] Her article, while based on research carried out in 1981, was published in 1995 as a chapter in the book Out of the Ordinary.[footnoteRef:4] The articles, all written by academics, sought to introduce supernatural considerations into the realm of academia and the book is, therefore, directed primarily at other academics though it may catch the attention of a broader audience by virtue of its title. Both articles are, thus, academic in orientation.  [2:  Jenny Blain, LinkedIn Profile, <https://uk.linkedin.com/in/jenny-blain-9b508337> [accessed 10 March 2024].]  [3:  Bill Ellis, Nomination of Gillian Bennett for the Linda Dégh Lifetime Achievement Award for Legend Scholarship, <https://contemporarylegend.org/prizes-and-awards/linda-degh-lifetime-achievement-award/> [accessed 28 February 2024]. ]  [4:  Barbara Walker (ed.), Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural (Logan, Utah: Utah State Press, 1995), p. 142.] 

Bennett’s article, which explores women’s relationship with foreknowledge, starts with a brief history of foreknowledge arguing for a continuous interest in foreknowledge over the centuries while also pointing to a significant historical shift, a main premise of her article, for which she finds confirmation in her group of informants.[footnoteRef:5] Given the nature of the topic, Bennett’s historical references are few yet significant and offer a solid foundation for her argument.  The shift she introduces is characterized by an increasing internalization and subjectification of supernatural experiences starting with the enlightenment and the scientific revolution.[footnoteRef:6] In regard to foreknowledge Bennet describes two main strands dating back to the 19th century; intentional divinatory practices such as astrology and fortunetellers and involuntary visionary presentiments. While her female informants were familiar with both strands, they exhibited a noticeable ‘preference for the visionary over the divinatory tradition’ in keeping with the outlined trend toward subjectification.[footnoteRef:7] After presenting her research findings she concludes her article with an interpretation of this preference.   [5:  Bennett, pp. 122-126. ]  [6:  Bennett, pp. 124, 126. ]  [7:  Bennett, p. 126. ] 

Though Bennet’s work is clearly qualitative since it is based on in-depth interviews and subsequent interpretation, in her conclusion she also mentions a ‘functional picture’ she attempted to paint which speaks more of a positivist quantitative approach.  The two research methods are not mutually exclusive though a clearer differentiation on Bennet’s part would have been helpful for readers.[footnoteRef:8] Given her research interest, people’s beliefs and experiences regarding foreknowledge, interviews are an apposite research method. However, Bennett never makes clear her own position regarding her subject of investigation – her ‘own values, self-identity or ideologies’ - which is essential practice in qualitative research to control for personal bias.[footnoteRef:9] She writes that her ‘subject of research might be thought “delicate” or controversial’, but the reader never learns if she is herself a practitioner of some divinatory or visionary art or if she is a non-believing academic outsider.[footnoteRef:10] This lack of disclosure makes it difficult for readers to accurately evaluate her work. Bennett’s manner of accessing her informants appears not only random and careless but it also raises concerns by today’s ethical standards. Her informants were patients of her father’s podiatrist practice and may have felt pressured into answering sensitive questions for fear of jeopardizing their care.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (Los Angeles: Sage, 20202), p. 15.]  [9:  Hennink, Qualitative Research, p. 19. ]  [10:  Bennett, p. 126. ]  [11:  Bennett, p. 127. ] 

Bennet uses the verbal and nonverbal language of her informants as a basis of analysis.[footnoteRef:12] While describing visionary experiences, her informants were ‘shamefaced’, they reported ‘queer feelings’ and recounted their experiences with great attention to detail whereas informants describing divinatory practices gave short, objective, and impersonal reports without any orienting details.[footnoteRef:13] Divinatory explanations, the author suggests, have a layer of distance and objectivity built into them because they involve another person, such as a fortune teller or astrologer, while accounts of personal foreknowledge are subjective and the person’s ‘credibility and self-respect are dependent on it, like witnesses in a courtroom’.[footnoteRef:14] Bennet argues that the structure and presentation of the stories is markedly different depending on the type of foreknowledge reported.[footnoteRef:15] [12:  Bennett, pp. 134- 136. ]  [13:  Bennett, pp. 128, 130. ]  [14:  Bennett, p. 129. ]  [15:  Bennett, p. 134. ] 

Bennet’s principal analytical and interpretive framework is based on gender. She claims that in her informants’ accounts there is an important difference between divinatory and visionary experiences regarding the recipients of the foreknowledge. In visionary experiences, the foreknowledge was generally ‘other-person-centered’ and mostly involved male family members while in divination the recipient was mostly the informant herself.[footnoteRef:16] She also notes that the women who had visionary experiences consistently described their foreknowledge as involuntary and unbidden while those who sought divinatory council downplayed their involvement in seeking this information.  Bennet argues that these differences are significant and that they are not only morally charged but also evaluated according to certain values and belief systems. She describes the lives of her elderly informants as ‘geared to traditional roles and pursuits’ and to a vision of women as ‘intuitive, caring, and unassertive’.[footnoteRef:17] She then suggests that their psychic stories are structured in a way that conforms to these traditional gender roles while also conveying status and ‘feminine merit’ to the women.[footnoteRef:18] The passivity of psychic foreknowledge is perfectly befitting of the female role which, so Bennett, can explain the women’s embrace of the ‘receptive-subjective visionary tradition’ and simultaneous rejection of the ‘active-objective divinatory tradition’.[footnoteRef:19] [16:  Bennett, p. 132. ]  [17:  Bennett, p. 133. ]  [18:  Bennett, p. 136. ]  [19:  Bennett, p. 139. ] 

Blain’s article strikes an interesting balance between captivating creative storytelling and an engagement with complex theoretical issues which reflects the clash between the shamanic world of seidr and academia which the article discusses. Blain wants to ‘create an effect’ and attempts to draw her academic audience from their comfortable objective outsider position into the subjective embodied experience of the seidr worker.[footnoteRef:20] At the same time, she provides her potentially sceptic and  ‘shamanophobic’ audience with a theoretical framework.[footnoteRef:21] Though her article is rooted in a deep understanding of shamanism and seidr, reflected in her bibliography, this article is based mainly on the author’s personal involvement with seidr.  Blain deliberately and vividly shares her own experience as a member of both academia and the seidr community to draw the worlds together and make the shamanic world more relatable to academics. [20:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically’, p. 5. [Page numbers for this article follow the pdf document’s numeric order.]]  [21:  Dowson, 1996, in Blain, p. 6. [Blain does not provide more information regarding her citation.}  ] 

The introduction briefly presents seidr, a shamanistic practice described in the Islandic sagas, which is being reconstructed as a religious tradition.[footnoteRef:22] Potential issues involving such a reconstruction are not addressed in the article though Blain references resources on the subject.[footnoteRef:23] The article works in the ethnographic tradition but also against it. It is very critical of standard academic and ethnographic practices and attitudes and seeks to broaden the framework by using a postmodernist lens.[footnoteRef:24] The theoretical postmodernist framework, which is, however, lacking references in her bibliography, allows the author to embrace multiple perspectives. Blain’s bibliography is short and many of the texts she references in her article, do not appear in the bibliography, e.g. ‘Dowson, 1996’. [footnoteRef:25] The principal concern of the paper is the ambiguous situatedness of the author between rational academic institutions and the irrational realities of seidr practice. The author recounts very dramatically her perplexing ontological position between these two worlds. She discusses the unresolved tension between her role as objective academic outsider and subjective participant in seidr practice, the superior epistemological value accorded other people’s knowledge versus her own as well as her flirtation with an intuitive and experiential anthropology. She talks about a ‘multi-sited ethnography’ and a ‘maze of meanings’ and proceeds to bring this complexity to life for readers through a series of stories.[footnoteRef:26] [22:  Blain, p. 1. ]  [23:  Blain, p. 3. ]  [24:  Blain, p. 1. ]  [25:  Blain, p. 6. ]  [26:  Blain, p.2. [The concept of  ‘multi-sited ethnography’ is credited to George Marcus but Blain provides no further reference.]] 

The first narrative is a third person account from the position of an ‘informed outsider’ who witnesses an “’exotic’ ritual”.[footnoteRef:27] Such narratives have traditionally been considered objective and rational. The second narrative is a subjective experiential first person account by a seidr worker giving a general impression of what happens during a seidr session; it involves altered states of consciousness and spirit realms.[footnoteRef:28] The third narrative is the author’s own first-person account of a specific memorable seidr event during which she communicated with spirits in a nonmaterial realm.[footnoteRef:29] These juxtaposed accounts make evident the differences between objective and subjective, etic and emic accounts and they also switch between ‘different levels of observation.’[footnoteRef:30] They also show that the ‘heathen community’ is not homogenous and that every seidr experience is unique depending on many variables including gender identification.[footnoteRef:31] In a typically postmodern manner, Blain’s different perspectives appear to continuously multiply and increase in complexity. [27:  Blain, p. 3. ]  [28:  Blain, pp. 3/4. ]  [29:  Blain, pp. 3/4.]  [30:  Blain, p. 5. ]  [31:  Blain, p. 5. ] 

Blain and her shamanic informants, who are also friends, live between the rational materialist world of Western culture and the invisible realms of shamanic practice although her personal tensions are particularly pronounced since the rationality of academia and the ‘irrationality’ of seidr practice exist at the extreme ends of the spectrum.[footnoteRef:32] In reference to an engagement with spirits, she again offers multiple perspectives. Seidr workers describe real encounters with spirits whereas academics consider them unreal and irrational. On the rare occasions that spirits are discussed in academia, they are rationalized as unconscious parts of the psyche.[footnoteRef:33] Blain also draws attention to the perspective of the spirits who are important participants in seidr and even takes on the thorny issues of belief and truth.[footnoteRef:34] The juxtaposition of multiple viewpoints and the emphasis on varying degrees of rationality and irrationality make any facile understanding impossible.  [32:  Blain, pp. 7/8. ]  [33:  Blain, p. 6. ]  [34:  Blain, p. 8/9. ] 

Blain fundamentally destabilizes our ontological understanding of the world and our epistemological assumptions about it by referencing both academic worldviews and the supernatural worlds experienced by shamanic communities. Her emphasis on subjectivity and postmodern complexity undermines easy dualities of right and wrong, subjective and objective, rational and irrational, material and immaterial. This emphasis also undermines and resists a consistently logical and linear organization of ideas, which is generally expected of academic articles. Her article favors an organic unfolding and a continuous switching between experiential accounts and theoretical considerations in service of a holistic presentation. 
Both articles are based on the analysis and interpretation of people’s personal stories and experiences rather than quantifiable measurable facts placing them in the ambit of qualitative research and interpretivism. A main difference between the two articles is that Bennett works exclusively with information provided to her by informants, whereas Blain’s article is mostly autobiographical and based on her own shamanic experiences. An important methodological difference is their approach to reflexivity and ethics. Bennet’s article is characterized by an absence of reflectivity, total disregard for her own situatedness and a lack of ethical consideration in dealing with her informants. In her article, there is no description or even allusion to any connection or exchange between researcher and participants. On the contrary, Bennet appears to be very distanced from her informants, referring to them as ‘these women’ and essentially positioning herself as an outside authority.[footnoteRef:35] The absence of connection makes her interpretations appear condescending, judgmental and there is even something dehumanizing about them. Linda Tuhiwai Smith describes imbalances of power and concomitant dehumanization in the colonialist context, which appear comparable, at least in essence, with Bennet’s research practices and ethical shortcomings.[footnoteRef:36] It seems that Bennett’s research methods, though apparently qualitative, were still very much influenced by positivism which ‘is often criticized for its assumptions about objective measurements which essentially separates the researcher from the researched and fails to acknowledge the interactive and co-constructive nature of data collection with human beings.’[footnoteRef:37]  Indeed, the ‘interpretive paradigm’ was developed during the 1970s as a reaction to the then dominant positivist method and Bennet’s interviews with her informants date to 1981.[footnoteRef:38] While this historical background may explain Bennet’s initial exclusion of reflexivity and ethical considerations, they fail to explain their omission in this 1995 publication. Blain’s article, on the other hand, being autobiographical, is extremely self-reflective and transparent about her situatedness. By focusing on herself and by aligning herself with her subjects of study, she essentially eliminates problematic relationships of power. Blain’s article has the benefit of having been written when the qualitative methodological parameters were more developed, and it certainly profits from her teaching specialization. In contrast to Bennett’s article, hers could potentially be criticized for a lack of ‘objective’ third person research and an overemphasis on her own subjectivity. Though there is indeed a strong focus on her own subjectivity she is very aware of potential problems resulting from the collapsing of researcher and informant. She understands that ‘simply ‘going native’ (…) is not enough’ and describes her ‘’self’ as part/not part’ of the seidr community.[footnoteRef:39] Given her article’s focus on the autobiographical perspective, her choice of radical reflexivity seems entirely appropriate while no justifications can be found for Bennett’s exclusions. [35:  Bennett, p. 139 ff. ]  [36:  Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies Research and Indigenous People (London and New York: Bloomsbury  20213). 
]  [37:  Hennink, Qualitative Research, p. 15. ]  [38:  Hennink, p. 14. ]  [39:  Blain, p. 9. ] 

Both articles can be related to the revolutionary cultural shifts of the 1960s and 70s, which were not only associated with the development of the qualitative research method but also with feminism and a critical attitude toward all established ideas. They both consider gender issues whereby Bennett’s article is more closely identified with a feminist viewpoint. Her viewpoint, however, appears unreflected and even biased since she does not acknowledge the restrictive nature of traditional gender roles that likely defined her informants’ lives. By claiming that her informants intentionally aligned themselves with traditional gender roles to gain ‘power, fame, and glory’, she is essentially blaming the victim.[footnoteRef:40] Blaine’s article has no such bias. Both articles also pay close attention to language, with Bennett using the structure and presentation of her informant’s language as a basis of analysis. The close analysis of language, such as the deconstruction developed by Jaques Derrida in the 1960s, is also a form of critical engagement.[footnoteRef:41]    [40:  Bennett, p. 136. ]  [41:  Leonard, Lawlor, ‘Jacques Derrida’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2023 Edition), Edward N. Zalta & Uri Nodelman (eds.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2023/entries/derrida/> [accessed 2 March 2024]. ] 

The two articles operate very differently within this critical worldview. Bennett’s article has a linear and quite narrowly defined scope, women’s relationship with foreknowledge, and seeks a singular unambiguous resolution which can be associated not only with positivism but also with modernism.  Blain’s article, on the other hand, is theoretical and complex. She uses critical theory including feminism to question basic academic tenets, an excessive focus on the rational, objective and material, and to critique current ethnography.  She also uses a postmodern framework which seeks to question and subvert all master narratives by focusing on the personal and the local.[footnoteRef:42] Postmodern texts are characterized by multiplicity and complexity and unfold in a multifaceted ‘rhizomatic’ way which describes Blaine’s multi-layered article very well.[footnoteRef:43] It does not seek or achieve unambiguous clarity and instead lays out the issues at stake in an open-ended, even contradictory, yet holistic and comprehensive manner.  Indeed, so Gilles Deleuzes and Felix Guattari, ‘in a rhizome everything is connected with everything else’.[footnoteRef:44] Benett’s article, in contrast, seems to be based on linearity, clarity, and separation.    [42:  Richard Evans, In Defense of History (New York: Norton, 2000), pp. 128-130.]  [43:  Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, On the Line, edited by Sylvere Lotringer, translated by John Johnston (New York, Semiotext 1983), p. 10ff.   
]  [44:  Deleuze, On the Line, p. 11. ] 

Finally, both Bennett and Blain, working in the different though adjacent disciplines of folklore and sociology, write about the supernatural which is associated with the irrational in academia.[footnoteRef:45] Their research provides proof for the continued existence of the supernatural in Western culture thereby contradicting and undermining the belief, dominant in Western academic settings, of the absolute dominance of rationality, which Richard Jenkins calls the ‘imperialism of formal-rational logics and processes’.[footnoteRef:46] Blain appears to be more personally invested in the supernatural, at least judging from these two articles. She discusses her own experiences and beliefs, at the risk even of jeopardizing her academic career, with the apparent aim of changing, or at least questioning, academic negation, suppression and discreditation of the supernatural. However, both authors are directing their best efforts and critical theories at the reintegration of the supernatural into Western culture.  [45:  Kenneth Thompson, ‘Folklore and Sociology’, in Sociological Review, vol. 28, no. 2, 1980, 249- 275. ]  [46:  Richard Jenkins, ‘Disenchantment, Enchantment and Re-Enchantment: Max Weber at the Millennium’, Max Weber Studies vol. 1, 2000, 11–32, p. 12.] 
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